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Elements of Living
The purpose of this thesis is the exploration of influential personal events through
creative nonfiction which remains thematically centered on the four traditional elements of earth,
air, fire, and water. In the four essays serving as my thesis, collectively entitled "Elements of
Living," I reflect on personal experiences which have had significant impact on my life and
philosophical outlook, and assign an element to each.
The topics covered in each essay vary, and some take historical information into
consideration. Although the history that is covered does serve an important metaphorical purpose
in the essays, reading straight historical data can be quite dry and lose the interest of some
readers. In order to make the information more palatable, I have looked to the work of Douglas
Adams and his incorporation of relevant, complex scientific information into nonfiction travel
narrative as a model to integrate personal information with non-personal, but relevant, factual
information. The work of Mary Karr and her use of description has served as a model to provide
realism in the narrative setting of present and past events, and both authors have been primary
guides on the incorporation of mental consideration and interpretation with recollection of direct
action and events. In order to balance my informal Southern voice with the higher, more
intellectual-sounding historical information, I have looked to Frederick Douglass, who "wrote
from sound," using this integration of natural speaking voice into his written narratives in order
to give an authenticity to his recollections.
Each essay uses its assigned element as a platform for deeper rumination and
understanding of personal events and challenges, and each element serves as a link between the
two.
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A Heart o[Earth
I tried to grab some eggs from the cooler in Farm Fresh and they clucked at me.
Instinctively, I jumped backwards and nearly slammed into one of the open-topped
coolers behind me. Not knowing what to expect next, I froze and waited.
I feared that all those college acid trips had come back to haunt me and that very
soon I'd be standing shirtless on the top of a stack of Mountain Dew 30-packs, waving a
mop and screaming gibberish. That sort of behavior tends to make people nervous. I
looked around. Nothing else surreal transpired. The shelves and coolers looked
completely normal, and the very, very old couple doddering around the hamburger
further down the aisle hadn't seemed to notice my absurd and sudden movement. I
relaxed. My penance for all my past sins would apparently have to wait.
I stepped back towards the egg cooler. The clucking started again, and I noticed
the three-inch-square black box with a round, matte speaker on the broad side
inconspicuously placed at the lower right of the cooler door. It was a motion-triggered
recording, with the invisible laser sensor aimed down the line of coolers and set to go off
whenever somebody stepped in to grab some eggs. I grabbed a carton of jumbo brown
eggs and decided it'd not only be a great idea to wrap up my grocery shopping as quickly
as possible, but also never to go shopping at this particular store again.
The gag wasn't lost on me. The name of the store was Farm Fresh, and the food
supposed to be as fresh as if one got it straight from a farm, so fresh it was still clucking.
I'm sure the idea was to jokingly bring a little natural ambiance to the sterilized
environment of the grocery, but I didn't find it amusing in any way. It was worse than the
time I went to the Washington Zoo and had to hear constant "jungle noises" playing over
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a scratchy, twenty-year-old loudspeaker while looking at the tigers. I feel nothing but
loathing for these kinds of half-assed, tacky attempts to present a super-sanitized Nature.
I can't help it; I've lived too long in the country to feel any differently. It isn't that
I've never lived in an urban area, but it had been nearly five years since I'd lived
anywhere larger than a small town, and I wasn't used to it. I'd only been living here in
the Richmond suburb of Midlothian for three months, having moved back to my native
Virginia for graduate school that August, and during those last three years living with my
parents in rural Kentucky, the nearest town bad been five miles away.
Living out in the country, in the heart of agriculture, I'd been exposed to my fare
in its rawest forms. Having seen the literally dirty truth of its origins, I can't help but feel
that the food one finds in the grocery store is like the models in Playboy: chosen for looks
over substance, presented in the best possible light using whatever tricks of the eye are
available, like misting the fruits and vegetables with water so they always appear shiny
and removing the ones with spots or blemishes, often ones that don't matter or affect the
taste, or soaking the meats in dyes so they stay fresh-looking longer.
That's not to say that I never bought any food from a store during my rural life (or
that I wouldn't date a centerfold, for that matter). The bulk of my groceries were
definitely bought at Kroger or Wal-Mart up in town, but I tried to limit those purchases to
foods that couldn't be produced locally, like oranges or shrimp. For other foods,
however, there was direct access to the source of some foods, such as eggs. I never
bought eggs from the store while living there in Kentucky. There was no way in hell that
I was going to the store to buy eggs that came from some factory farm when there were
fresh, organic ones available from the Mennonite family farm right across the road. Not
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only were they fresher and more earth-friendly but they were cheaper too. They charged
only a dollar per dozen, definitely much cheaper than any of the stores in town, where
they went for about two bucks and some change.
Most of the time, the Mennonites would collect the eggs themselves and have one
of their many children deliver them over to the house once a week. Usually it was one of
the three teenage girls, since they were the oldest and the least likely to drop the eggs,
and they would come trotting up the drive in their pale, simple-colored dresses and white
head scarfs, holding two dozen eggs in a bucket or old store-bought cartons they were re
using.
After getting to know the neighbors a little, there were a couple times when the
task to collect the eggs fell on me and my family. f would traipse across the road with one
of our old, beat-up mop buckets, swatting away the gnats and mosquitos, my t-shirt
vacuum-molding itself around my body with the sweat that comes in the sweltering heat
of a southern July. I'd walk into their barn and into one of the three ten-foot-square cages
on the right side, each holding roughly ten chickens. Just walking up to the door of the
pens would send the chickens into a clucking frenzy as they clustered in a comer as far
from me as possible, kicking up the months-old, chicken-dung-coated straw lining the
cage floor.
The eggs would be dull-looking and filthy from the thorough coating of dung
flecks, bits of feathers, and dust. I'd gather the dozen or two that'd been paid for and take
them back home where they'd be washed before going into one of the old egg cartons.
Hearing the angry protests of a chicken while I made a grab for her delicious un-hatched
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offspring was to be expected in that Kentucky barn, but clucking in a suburban
supermarket was just too foul and unnatural for my brain to accept.
We humans are remarkably adaptable animals and live in every kind of
environment on the planet, but I wasn't so much adapting to the suburbs of Midlothian as
begrudgingly burying raging frustration and feelings of disconnect from my
surroundings. Every meal I cooked there in that third-floor apartment reminded me of
how much better my food in the country seemed to taste. There was a richness to the
flavor that I just couldn't find in store-bought food. It was always fresh, and by that, I
mean the chow was alive-not-a-few-days-before fresh.
To be fair, though, I would've been missing that sort of freshness even if I'd still
been living in the country. It was late fall, so the majority of crops and livestock had been
harvested and in the process of being frozen or canned by this point, so it wasn't like the
green beans were coming fresh off the vine. Any fresh vegetables, fruits, and greens
would have to be grown in warmer climes and bought in the grocery store. It's just the
nature of the changing seasons, and I accepted that, but I was having a much harder time
coping with the inability to get fresh meat.
Although some outlets of the big grocery store chains will get their meats from
local suppliers, it's up to the discretion of the store general manager, and none of the ones
in the area seemed to do that. As a result, I had to pay premium prices to get chicken that
was free-range and antibiotic-free, suffer cuts of pork that were small and mostly
flavorless, and buy hamburger that put out a disgusting amount of grease and water, so
much that it seemed like it lost a quarter of its weight when cooked.
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I had been, admittedly, spoiled when it came to the meat I ate, especially beef. For
the past few years, my family had all been going in together on a few cows. Dad would
split the cost of a heifer with our cousin, Wayne, and the beast would be penned up with
Uncle Billy's cow in the field he has behind his house. For about six months or so, the
cows got to walk around the two-and-a-half-acre pen and gorge their bovine days away
on field grass and bales of fresh-cut bay Billy dropped over the rusted gate near bis
vegetable garden. Whenever I'd go over and visit Uncle Billy and Aunt Norma Jean, I'd
walk out to the pen and check on the condemned and try to imagine just how good of a
haul of hamburgers, steaks, and roasts they would give up that fine October day when the
local meat processor sent a trailer, picked the cows up, and slaughtered them, and Dad or
I would fetch them back home in neatly wrapped and labeled, individual, white paper
packages. Like the eggs, it was cheaper than buying our hamburger and steaks up at
Kroger. We'd cut out the middle men, and we knew that the animal was healthy and
organically raised. Every bite of steak, hamburger, or roast came with the subconscious
comfort that my family and I were involved in the production of our food, that we were
intimately connected to our cuisine and not just consumers in an industrialized food
production process.
Still, my folks and I were a further step removed in process than Uncle Billy, who
actually spent the time and effort caring for the cows. Six months is plenty of time for a
living thing to die for a thousand completely natural reasons. Raising livestock means
giving them vaccines and de-wartings and other regular shots, daily checks for snakebites
and parasites and open sores from injuries, keeping them fenced off from coyotes and
feral dogs, and a host of other tasks. It's a time-intensive process with a low profit

6
margin; Uncle Billy might have done it his whole life, but he made his main income
building houses, and Aunt Norma Jean worked at the radiator factory in town. Small
scale farming just doesn't pay enough to be a full-time career, and in a world where time
is quickly becoming a scarce commodity, it's a small wonder that small farmers are
vanishing at a faster clip than ever. Even with modern farming equipment, the average
person doesn't have the time for all the physical work needed to maintain a farm, plus
holding down a full-time job to pay the bills.
The thought occurred to me, not too long after I'd moved back to Virginia and the
cravings for home-raised food began, that I could buy a couple of large planting pots and
still grow a few things like peppers and tomatoes in my apartment. However, like many
spur-of-the-moment ideas born out of desperation, when I thought about it a second time,
the idea seemed less and less realistic, given my living situation. Being on the third floor,
I'd originally thought to keep the plants out on the balcony, but it was only three-feet
wide by six-feet long and could barely accommodate the two camping chairs I kept out
for me and any company to sit on while having a cigarette. Added to that, the cheap
carpeting in the apartment was light tan so if I had tried to raise the plants inside, even if I
put them on a tray, any dirt or spills would have created stains bad enough to resist carpet
cleaning, and I would have lost most, if not all, of my security deposit.
There was the option of the local farmer's market, but I was usually at work
during the hours it was open, and never remembered to make the trip when I had the time
off; besides, they were a cash-only operation and, like most people these days, I never
carried cash anymore. I wish I could say differently but, like many people, I no longer
used "real" money, opting instead to swipe my check card for purchases. It boiled down
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to a matter of convenience, something that didn't sit well deep down inside. I knew better
than to take the easy route on matters of principle, but I still found myself at the grocery
store every week, vainly promising myself that I would start planning ahead and change
these behaviors that bought into a system I so detested.
I was all too painfully aware of the situational ironies confronting me. During the
three years that I'd lived in my parent's house there in Kentucky, a move that was
supposed to have been temporary while I got back on my feet after losing my job as a
newspaper reporter, I'd constantly wished and prayed to live one day by myself again. I
craved the freedom and privacy to do what I wanted, when I wanted, and how I wanted it,
without the constant reminder that I'd traded my behavioral independence for fiscal and
living situation security. It had been three years of cursing the inconvenience of the 45minute commute to work, concerts, and social life, but my shift to the heart of civilization
had come at the cost of losing the relative ease by which I used to slip out of the house
and soak up the peace and beauty of the trees and fields.
The trees that surrounded the apartment complex and filled the neighboring park
were masses of vibrant yellow and orange leaves still clinging to their limbs, but those
leaves were falling with each passing day, exposing the cookie-cutter subdivisions that
surrounded me, identical houses thrown up in a rush with sub-standard materials so jam
packed on top of each other there were barely any yards worth mowing. My own
apartment was constructed of such poor quality materials that every time I vacuumed the
carpet, there were more fibers from the carpet than actual dirt, and if I accidently brushed
up against the wall, the cheap paint would leave a powdery white streak on my clothes.
The walls were so thin that I could distinctly hear my neighbor arguing with his
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girlfriend, and the layout was so bad that there was no natural airflow. If I cooked
anything and scorched the food just a little bit, the smoke would hang for hours.
Sitting on my couch, the four walls of my apartment and the cluster of suburbia
closed in all around me, I often found myself wishing for the dumbness of an animal, that
the self-awareness of my humanity could be stripped away so that I would no longer be
haunted by the exchange of life I had made.
Other animals aren't troubled by these matters, the lucky bastards. They exist and
continue until their lives' end, never having to consider the consequences of their actions.
It doesn't matter to an animal whether or not they eat from a dumpster or from a field;
what matters to them is that they are eating. We change the world around us for our
survival, and then keep going far beyond the guarantee of continued existence. Our
species has been the undisputed champions at this wretched game since that moment
untold years ago when some cold and wet caveman, sitting covered in his own filth and
worrying about becoming something else's next meal, looked around and said, "To hell
with this shit," figured how to make fire, and then burned the whole goddarnned forest
down.
At best, humans as a species have a tenuous relationship to other animals. In
general, we treat animals entering the areas where they live in the same way that
exclusive nightclubs deal with patrons trying to get inside: a select few are on a list and
allowed inside and others will get turned away, if not roughed up a little. I'm typically
pretty comfortable with most animals trying to carve out their own little niche around my
home turf, but there are a few that I just don't tolerate in my living vicinity, such as
raccoons and possums.
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People who've never dealt with either of these vermin don't know bow unpleasant
they can be. These two opportunistic omnivores will make nests wherever they can find a
shelter big enough to fit inside, and being natural climbers, the little bastards can and will
get into places that are normally inaccessible to other animals. Raccoons might be fairly
intelligent and look cute, but unlike their characterization in popular media of a
mischievous-but-harmless woodland bandit, they can be vicious-tempered and aggressive
when encountered. I don't abide their presence and was accordingly less than enthused
when I went to take out the trash one night and found one rooting around inside the
apartment complex dumpster.
Despite knowing that raccoons find suburbia just as comfortable a habitat as the
country, it was still a shock when I opened the batch to the dumpster and two luminous
disks suddenly appeared out of the darkness up from behind a pile of black garbage bags
in the far left comer. A rather fat raccoon hopped down into the square of light shining in
from the open hatchway, looking around unfazed for a moment at the bags of trash
beneath its feet before it realized that I was standing there and froze. As the raccoon and I
stared at each other for a second or two, I decided to teach the little bastard not to come
looking for dinner in this dumpster. I whipped the bag of trash around and softball
pitched it as hard as I could into the dumpster at the raccoon, slammed the door shut,
latched it, and hustled away from the dumpster with a brisk jog.
As much as I dislike raccoons, it doesn't hold a candle to how much I loathe
possums. They aren't even close to pretty; they look like dirty, overgrown rats and are
mean and stupid to boot. Pop culture and science books say that they're supposed to play
dead when threatened, but I've never seen it. Every time I've come across them, they've
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immediately puffed themselves up and bared their teeth with furious hisses, and one even
attacked me.
At the time, I was still living down in Southampton County, a beautiful, open
expanse of tall Southern white pines, cotton and peanut fields, and thick patches of
swamp lands in southeast Virginia. The summer in-between my freshman and sophomore
years of college, I was doing an internship at the local paper mill and came home one
night after working the 3-to-11 shift. I wanted to decompress a little before changing out
of my work clothes and heading out for a usual summer night of boozing, chasing girls,
and making bad decisions around the county with a couple of my friends. It'd been a
particularly frustrating night at work, but nothing made a rough day go away faster than a
little time chilling in the backyard, looking out over the field behind the house at the
piney woods beyond and taking in everything. My decompression ritual involved
strolling around the yard, smoking a cigarette or two, and watching the bats flit about
overhead to the soundtrack of the sweet, Southern summer night.
That night wasn't any different. I hopped out of the green Ford Ranger that I
drove then, walked straight out into the backyard, and lit up a smoke. I aimlessly strolled
around the yard and found myself standing maybe fifteen feet away from the comer of
the toolshed, about to finish my Marlboro, when I heard a furious hiss. I looked around,
but the shed had a security light bright enough so that, standing in the direct illumination,
I couldn't see anything beyond in the dark. I was about to chalk it up to the fat joint I'd
smoked on the way home causing me to imagine things, when there was a second hiss
and, from the darkness beside the shed, a possum came out charging full-tilt directly at
me.

11
Instinctively, without even so much as a half-second thought, I turned and did a
crow hop towards the possum, closing the gap. I reared my right leg back and soccer
kicked the thing. There was a crunchy thump as my steel-toed boot connected with its
skull and the possum flew thirty feet straight through the air, slammed against our chest
high chain link fence, and fell dead to the ground. I stood there, baffled by both the
sudden varmint attack and my own instinctive reaction, and I remember saying aloud to
myself, "Did that just fuckin' happen?"
The possum had probably come into the backyard to raid the vegetable garden we
had there, just following its instincts as it looked for food, but it completely changed my
outlook on its species. Before the attack, I would have just shooed it away with a torrent
of shouts and obscenities, but now, I don't take any chances. I've never had the desire to
get clawed up or catch rabies when I'm just trying to have a smoke or take out the trash.
Although there might have been a far smaller chance of a dangerous animal encounter
there in the suburbs than out in the boondocks, I took little consolation in that. In fact, the
lack of interaction with nature was a recognized part of my frustration. I was accustomed
to being surrounded by nature and the ability to spend time thinking and daydreaming
under the trees.
It's an addiction I have no wish to kick. Few things calm and soothe my mind,
body, and soul as a walk in the woods, a little while to contemplate life and allow my
thoughts to fall into proper perspective and place. I've been hooked on it since I lived in
Southampton County, my conclusive favorite out of all the places I've lived. I'd grown
up in Navy housing, but in 1994, we moved back to Virginia, and my parents, deciding
that they neither wanted to buy property in the Norfolk area nor send me to the public
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school systems there, bought a three-bedroom, brick ranch on .75 acres in a little town
fifty miles west called Courtland.
Culture shock, I discovered, is definitely something that can happen within your
own culture. After twelve years of tightly packed, government housing in water-adjacent
urban areas, I found myself surrounded by pine trees, pig farms, fields of tobacco, com,
peanuts, and a hell of a lot of empty space. Farming was only a concept, an idea, before
in my life. It was something a few folks in the family did, but not something that I had
any extended exposure to before my parents and I moved to the house in Courtland.
It was the first actual house I'd ever lived in, except for extended stays with
family between moves, and what I loved the most was having the yard. Instead of sharing
what little green space might be available with everyone else, like we did in Navy
housing, I had almost an acre of yard that was exclusively mine to enjoy, and I had only
to hop the chain-link fence and walk down the rows of cotton in the massive field behind
the property to enter the piney woods, which is how I found the cemetery. A wooden,
three-room toolshed where we kept the John Deere riding mower, tools, and any other
outdoor stuff occupied the back right comer of the yard, and on the opposite end, a pecan
tree grew between two of the four or five apple trees with the kind of fruit that was no
good for eating but perfect for pies, frying up, or canning.
It was simple and beautiful and green, and it was home. The second spring we
lived there, my parents decided to put in a vegetable garden, so Dad and I went to Sears
and brought home a little 4-horsepower rototiller. I thought that when you went to till up
the ground, all you had to do was start the rototiller and it would cut down into the
ground on its own, but before it could be used, the ground had to be broken and the
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parameters of the garden laid out, otherwise the blades on the rototiller would either just
scrape against the surface and wouldn't cut into the ground or would dig down and jam
up on the grass. My dad measured out a 20-foot by 50-foot area near the back middle of
the property, put four stakes in the ground to mark where the comers would be, then
handed me a shovel and said, "All right, start digging it out. I'm gonna go mow the front
lawn."
The digging was more time-consuming than anything; southeast Virginia is
mostly soft, sandy loams with yellow clay beneath held together by pine trees and
Bermuda grass, so within an hour I had the border of our little plot marked out by a one
foot-deep rectangular moat, the excess sod tossed up into the center. After my dad
finished up the front yard on the John Deere, he brought the little rototiller out to the
garden and placed it so the blades sat in the freshly-dug trench. He went over the ins and
outs of the operation and fired it up to give me a short demonstration. I watched him use
the machine while he did a pass on the garden, chewing up the ground and churning the
bright green Bermuda grass down into the dull yellow sand beneath. At the end of the
row, he stopped, and letting the rototiller engine die, said to me, "You think you can
handle it for a while?"
"Yeah, Dad. No sweat," I said, stepping up and taking his place at the handles. It
appeared easier than expected, and I smiled at how worried I was there would be skill
involved. I grabbed the left handle and with my right hand, gave the starter cord the
hardest yank I could give. The little 4-horsepower engine squealed to life in a high
pitched sputter and, as the blades suddenly bit down again into the sandy earth, the
machine lurched forward. I wasn't prepared and lost my grip on the handles, falling face
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down onto the ground. As the rototiller sputtered out, I heard my dad laugh and felt my
face turn bright red with embarrassment.
"You gotta hold on tight, son, or else it'll get away from ya," he chuckled as he
walked over and offered a hand up. I declined and avoided eye contact as I walked back
up to the machine, brushing off the fresh coating of sand and grass sticking to my chest.
"I see that," I said, choking down the mortification I felt. I gripped the handle
again with my left hand, to the point my knuckles turned white, and gave another pull on
the starter. This time, I managed to hang on with my left hand long enough for me to grab
ahold of the other handle with my right and maintain a grip while the machine began
moving and gnawing up the ground. My dad waited until I did a full two rows by myself
before he left to go rake up the grass clippings out front, confident that his son had
everything under control now, which I more or less did. I managed to till up the whole
garden myself, going over the entire plot twice.
The hardest part was steering; the machines propel themselves with the rotating
blades that pulverize the earth, but whether the ground is broken up already or not, one
has to force the bastards to stay in a straight line or else it will veer off to the left or the
right. When there isn't anything planted yet, this is all right; the worst that could happen
is the neat and defined edges of a garden might end up crooked and chewed up. When
crops are in the ground and a section of the garden is being prepped for something else or
it's time for aerating the soil between the rows, keeping a rototiller going in a straight line
is a rather important action, unless of course the gardener enjoys watching months of
work suddenly ripped apart and ground back down into the ground.
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As the season wore on, I found myself slowly taking over more and more of the
garden duties from my parents. I started weeding and hoeing the rows each evening,
scouring the plants from the ever-present double threat of Japanese and Potato beetles,
and doing the pruning when necessary.
Already a bookworm, I started to read up on best practices for gardens and asked
some of my classmates who lived on area farms for information about what their families
did to get good crops. By the second summer, I was implementing experimental
strategies to make our garden thrive without any man-made fertilizers. My parents
decided to start composting and began throwing all our food waste out into the garden,
and I decided to try a new technique based on old principles. We were practicing some
minor crop rotation with the garden, leaving about a quarter of it undisturbed so that the
soil could recover some of the nutrients lost with the previous year's crops, and in the
comer of that space I dug a four-foot-deep pit and piled the dirt beside it. Whenever we
had stuff for the compost pit, it was dumped in and after a couple days, I would cover the
rotting mess with enough dirt to keep the smell down and the animals away. When the pit
was filled up, I dug another hole right beside it and repeated the process until the entire
sub-soil of that part of the garden was almost entirely old coffee grounds, leftovers,
eggshells and any other food waste churned out by the household.
During winter, when there were no plants there to stop me, I dug other shallower
pits around most of the garden. My thought was that just dumping the compost on the
surface might let the nutrients seep down into the ground, but it would only really benefit
the surface soil and wouldn't make any real impact, especially if it all was consumed by
animals and insects first. By putting it all into pits then covering the rotting material with
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dirt, these problems would be solved. Buried in the ground, the decomposition process
would slow down and the nutrients from the rotting material would osmose 360 degrees
into the soil around it and the plants would have a year-round supply of nutrition.
Come that summer, my experiment paid off. The light tan sand had turned to a
deeper brown, and fueled by the smorgasbord of nutrients flowing from inches beneath
their roots, the tomatoes, corn, potatoes, squash, green beans and asparagus came
sprouting up with a vengeance, so much so that we ended up giving away at least half of
it to our neighbors. When I repeated the experiment on my grandma's garden up in
Michigan and got the same result, I knew my system worked.
In my mind, I was reconnecting with my family's farming roots and often thought
back to being maybe five years old, give or take a year, and going to visit Uncle Billy
during one of our then-infrequent trips to see the rest of the family. The military life is
not often one that allows for frequent trips to see extended family, mostly because one is
simply too damn far away. At the time, Dad was stationed in Newport, Rhode Island, so
the distance between us and everyone else we were related to was enough to keep me and
my parents from visiting more than once a year. Uncle Billy and Aunt Norma Jean lived
on a real farm then; I don't know how large it was, but it was a damn sight bigger than
the property they live on now, which is a total of maybe three or four acres.
While Dad and Mom caught up on family stuff, Billy took me out to see the farm.
Taking me by the hand with his only one (he lost most of his left arm in a farming
accident when he was 28), he led me to the barn where we were going to get truly fresh
milk. I remember that it was humid and dark and that the hay scattered around the dirt
floor did nothing to stop my dinosaur Converse sneakers from staining red-brown in the
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dust and dung. The chickens were kept in a coop over in the corner of the barn and they
chittered at our presence, our intrusion into a dusty, metal building that for most of the
day belonged to the animals.
Billy pulled a stool from near the cabinet by the barn door, set it down beside one
of the cows, grabbed a small bucket from the cabinet and put it underneath the cow's
udder. He heaved his burly, sinewed 6'2" frame down on the stool with the involuntary
grunt of a body that saw its limits pushed each day as it framed and built houses for the
family paycheck or tended the farm for the food, and with dexterous grace began working
the nipple with his leathery blocks of remaining fingers. He squeezed out enough for just
the two of us and, pulling two clean cups from the cabinet by the door, he divided it
between us. It was like no milk I've ever had before or since, and it's probably the reason
I love dairy products so much. That day became such a treasured childhood memory that
when I moved to Kentucky back in 2007, I was secretly disappointed to learn that Uncle
Billy had sold the farm long ago and was now content with his vegetable garden, fruit
trees, and one cow a year.
Working in the garden there in Courtland, I would look up and out into the large
field behind that house, at the little island of trees with the remains of a small cemetery
between the bases of the trees, the tombstones weathered so smooth that the names could
no longer be read under the coating of lichen, moss and dirt.
I would stop there every time I took a walk through the swampy pine woods
beyond, wondering about the people buried there, about who they were and how long ago
they lived, and through my imaginings, I began to grasp the toil they went through to
make it their home. How well those plants did that year was a reflection on me, on my
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character, on how hard I worked and cared and bled and sweated over that soil and those
plants. I saw myself as doing the same things that those unknown people had once done,
and deep down in my soul I began to feel as if it was my land, my comer of the world, a
semi-private sanctuary and bulwark against the problems of high school and loneliness
and the awkward tragi-comedy called being a teenager. For the first time in my life, a life
dominated by constant moving from pillar to post, I felt as if I was actually a part of the
world around me and that I had found my niche, the place where I naturally belonged.
I'd always hoped that my family would settle there, but halfway through the
second semester ofmy sophomore year ofcollege, my parents sold the house in
Courtland and moved to a condo in Norfolk. I came back from class to a message on my
answering machine (that ancient age oflandlines and pagers hadn't totally passed yet),
stating how they'd found a buyer, and when the next break from classes came around, I
would be going home to a place I'd never seen. It felt like the ground had dropped out
beneath me. I couldn't say much, though; it wasn't my decision to make. Much like the
way people lament the way farmland and woods are torn down to make shopping centers
filled with the same stores ten miles down the road, all I could do was rage about it until I
ran out ofbreath and then move on.
It's a rare day when I don't think about that garden back there in Courtland. I've
might have moved on from that patch ofground in Southampton, but I'd put my roots
down there and put them down deep. They had soaked up the nutrients oflife as I
matured in the place I came to know as my hometown, and as the vegetables had taken on
their own flavor from the content ofthe ground they grew in, so too did I take on my own
rural flavor and tastes. It was the memory ofthat house and that garden there that kept me
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from losing my mind with the suburban weariness I felt in the apartment, and keeps me
from losing heart still to this day. One day my roots will put down in a new patch of
earth, a new garden, and when they do, I will till the land with love and care, and let them
grow again.
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A Wind from the South
Sitting on the front porch in the warm sun of a central Virginia spring morning,
smoking a cigarette and sipping on a fresh cup of coffee, is definitely one of the more
pleasant ways to commit suicide. Sure, it's a rather slow means of killing yourself, but in
this age of smartphones, 24-hour news networks, and social media, I think you might as
well take it easy and slow things down whenever possible. You've got the time, since it
will take an undetermined quantity of exposure to the poisons in tobacco smoke over an
unknown number of years in order to possibly develop a chronic, debilitating condition
that will take years to actually kill the body.
While I'm thinking about all this, the parking lot at the doctor's office across the
street is slowly filling up. The cream sign with finely hand-painted, forest green lettering
on the front of the building lets the public know the doctor's specialty. I learned it a
month or so before I ever set eyes on the sign when, on the first morning I lived here, I
sat down on my front porch, and a maroon Chevy with license plates that read "SINUS
MD" pulled up and parked across the street. I take a strong final drag on my cigarette and
hold in the smoke, trying to get as much of a buzz from the nicotine as my tolerance these
days will allow, and slowly let it out in a billowing cloud. My smoker's cough strikes,
and the brief but violent hacking sound echoes off the brick office across the street with
only the slightest irony.
When Columbus arrived here in 1492, tobacco had already long been in use by
the Native Americans. It was a commonly accepted trade item among tribes from Canada
to the Caribbean, smoked in pipes during spiritual ceremonies or to seal a bargain, and
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used during all stages of life, even during childhood. But they also used it as a medicine,
as a pain killer for ear and toothaches, and occasionally in poultices.
Hailed as a "wonder drug," tobacco use in Europe spread quickly. The French
ambassador to Portugal, Jean Nicot, sent samples of it back to the French court as a
medicine, and when he returned in 1561, he brought tobacco plants with him and
introduced snuff to the royal court. As more and more fashionable Parisians began to use
it, Nicot became a celebrity. He's still remembered today for this, albeit indirectly: the
scientific Latin name for tobacco, Nicotiana, and its addictive component, nicotine, were
derived from his name.
Although tobacco use was becoming wildly popular, and repeatedly acclaimed for
its alleged medicinal properties, some were already distrustful of this member of the
nightshade family. In a 1604 treatise titled, A Counterblaste to Tobacco, King James I of
Great Britain denounced tobacco use as "[a] custome lothsome to the eye, hatefull to the
Nose, harmefull to the braine, dangerous to the Lungs, and in the blacke stinking fume
thereof, neerest resembling the horrible Stigian smoke of the pit that is bottomelesse."
I don't doubt that the doctor across the road from me would completely agree
with King James. When it boils down to it, smoking really is courting death. A tobacco
habit is like playing a subtle, long-term version of Russian roulette: death isn't the
intended goal, just the inherent risk for everyone playing the game. The mornings are
when I'm worst. The one between my fingers is my third of the day and I've only been
up for maybe an hour. After some twelve-odd years of being a smoker, it's hard to
remember what mornings were like without having a cigarette or two first thing after
getting out of bed, without that sudden rush of clarity as the nicotine stimulant enters my
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bloodstream and starts kicking in, sweeping away the mental cobwebs and the lingering
fog of dreamtime. I can function rather normally, if slightly sluggishly, in the morning
without coffee, but I'm one foot off the merry-go-round until I get that first cigarette.
Any efforts I've made to quit aren't helped by the convenient aspects of the habit.
When I'm caught in awkward situations, such as being over at a friend's place and a fight
breaks out between that person and their significant other, my smoking habit gives me the
ability to extricate myself from the sticky situation by allowing me to go outside and have
a cigarette; it's the power to disappear in a puff of smoke. Not only does it serve as an
excellent exit strategy for difficult social jams, but having a smoke also makes me feel as
if I'm engaging in something productive during frustrated or restless moments, or when
boredom strikes and I can't conclusively think of anything to do.
This rather pleasant morning just so happens to be a horrible trifecta of
frustration, restlessness, and boredom, and so I've found myself posted up in one of the
front porch deck chairs, trying to chain-smoke it all away. I'm unemployed, don't have
any work for graduate school to do, and Farmville, Virginia, is exactly as exciting as it
sounds. There's a lot to love about living in a rural small town, but the options for
entertainment can be fairly limited.
The weather is far too beautiful to waste away sitting inside on the couch playing
a video game or watching TV, and although I could sit outside and read, I'm feeling too
physically restless to just bury my nose in a book. I've never liked hanging about the
house for the entire day; I feel like I build up a thick coating of mental and physical rust
when I do. I'm overflowing with the desire to do something new and exciting, something
far more stimulating than puffing cigarettes on my front porch and staring at random
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people going in and out of the doctor's office. Smoking might be all right as a temporary
way to hold off boredom, but I've found it never actually cures it.
Now, ifl had some company and conversation, I'd be a little more inclined to
fritter the hours away there on the front porch. Front porch philosophizing is a fine
Southern tradition, and one that I'm always pleased to practice, but you need no less than
two people sitting together to do it, or at least a steady stream of friendly passers-by
willing to walk up and shoot the breeze. With my roommate at work, and anyone in town
who might be free at this hour away on spring break, there seems little chance of it
happening.
As I curse the lack of pedestrians, friendly or otherwise, the thought occurs to me
that maybe the solution to my situation is to become one myself. I've done worse things
to make the hours evaporate than take an extended stroll and, as I do most of my best
thinking while walking, it'd deliver a healthy dose of both mental and physical exercise. I
rush my now-empty coffee cup inside, make doubly sure I don't leave without my six
sauntering essentials in my pockets (keys, wallet, smokes, cellphone, notebook, and pen),
and with a renewed sense of purpose, stride boldly out the front door.
Thoreau orice said, "If you would get exercise, go in search of the springs of life,"
and it occurs to me that if I'm going to go off looking for them, I might want to at least
pick a general direction to start my search. Even when setting out to take the most
rambling and unguided hike, you need to choose a course to start towards or else you'll
end up going nowhere at all. I think there's a subtle magnetism in Nature that will
unconsciously pull you in the right direction, if you let it, and I've found the best way to
go about this is to simply start walking and let your instincts guide the way.
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Whatever spring I'm looking for must be towards the east, because my feet take
me left at Third Street, heading up and over the hill towards downtown Farmville.
Lighting up the inevitable cigarette as I crest the hill, I see the old train depot down at the
bottom of the hill, the cream-painted brick and burgundy trim looking dark brown and
bright white in the dazzling morning sun, and I'm filled with the sudden urge to make the
walk down to High Bridge.
High Bridge is an important, if not well known, Virginia historical landmark
located about six miles out of town. As a railway bridge, it used to be inaccessible to the
public, but when the rail line that once cut through this tiny college town was deemed
unnecessary and shut down eight years ago, the Commonwealth took over the defunct
line and turned the entire thirty-mile stretch into a walking and hiking trail. Ribboning its
way through the scenic Piedmont region of central Virginia, High Bridge Trail State Park
is expected to be one of the most visited state parks in the Commonwealth and will
hopefully bring some much needed tourist revenue to the area.
Stepping out onto the trail, the finely graded, light-gray gravel pleasantly
crunches with the steady rhythm of my footfalls, and as I pass by the Southern States
Cooperative that occupies the old four-story red-brick former tobacco warehouse to my
right, two or three old farmers standing around on the loading dock hee-haw with
laughter over some joke. With the large trucks in the parking lot, some bearing tall CB
radio antennas and absurdly prominent representations of the Rebel flag, it's the kind of
stereotypical image that often comes to mind when picturing rural Southern life, like
something Norman Rockwell might have painted if he'd been born and raised in
Alabama.
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In country songs and shows like King of the Hill, we Southerners are all too happy
to hold up scenes like this as examples of what life down here is like, but there's not
much that's particularly Southern about it, to tell the truth. Go to any rural hardware or
farm-and-feed store up in Iowa or out in California and you can find this same scenario
being played out every day by similar-looking old men telling similar stories in a similar
way. Even the sight of all those lifted pickup trucks in the parking lot isn't something
that's uniquely Southern; my buddy up in Michigan drives a truck that looks no different
than any jacked-up pickup you'd find around here and, hell, I've seen more Confederate
flags pasted on things and flying around in Indiana than I've ever seen down south.
What does make it a picture of Southern life is the tobacco warehouse. Although
tobacco farming itself isn't exclusively Southern, happening as far north as Connecticut
and Massachusetts, it's never assumed as prominent an agricultural or economic role
there as it has in the southern states, especially here in Virginia. It helped shape the future
of our nation and this state. The first successful American commercial crop was harvested
in 1612 in Jamestown, Virginia, by John Rolfe (who married Pocahontas), and a mere
seven years later it had become the colony's largest export. It isn't known whether or not
King James was irked by the irony that the biggest export from a city named after him
was something he absolutely detested, but I personally like to think it drove him
absolutely nuts.
Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, tobacco was the cash crop of the Virginia
colony, as well as down in the Carolinas. The wharves of freshly-founded towns on the
James and Appomattox Rivers, such as Richmond and Petersburg, were jammed with
warehouses brimming with the "brown gold." Tobacco was so popular it was used as
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currency and dowries in marriages. Even churches used tobacco instead of money. In
1755, St. Patrick's Parish of Richmond paid the Rev. James Garden his annual salary in
17,280 pounds of the stuff. It was so valued in both the Americas and Europe that when
Ben Franklin obtained loans from France to fund the Revolutionary War effort in 1776,
he used tobacco as the collateral.
Before "King Cotton," tobacco sat on the throne of the southern economy. Like so
many other towns in the Virginia piedmont, Farmville was built on the tobacco trade, and
this quiet stretch of the trail along the banks of the Appomattox River was the historical
heart of that industry.
The proof of this literally surrounds me. I immediately pass by three more old
tobacco warehouses of varying shapes and sizes off to my right, the last of them being
one of the oldest in town. The Farmville Warehouse (later known as Middle Warehouse)
has been there since about 1818. As the Appomattox suddenly turns away at the base of
an old mill's decaying concrete tower, disappearing in a sharp bend off to the left, I can
see the former site of the Farmville Wharf, where the region's tobacco was loaded up on
bateaux for transport down to Petersburg, with most boats carrying eight barrels, or
"hogsheads" as they were called, each barrel holding about a thousand pounds of cured
tobacco leaves.
As the trail intersects Main Street, the four massive depositories of the Randolph
Warehouses loom off to my left. They're literally the last buildings in town this side of
the river, making these warehouses look even more gigantic. Built in 1899 to replace the
fifty-year-old warehouses which had burned down the previous year, they sit like six-
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story monuments. As I walk by and look up at these humongous structures, I can't help
but cough reverentially.
There were tobacco warehouses and inspectors here before Farmville was even a
town, and, in a way, the building of that warehouse was literally its birth. The first
European settlers chose the area because the soil was perfect for farming tobacco and,
with the Appomattox connecting central Virginia to the commercial ports of the James
River and the Chesapeake Bay, it was ideally situated for trade. This spot on the banks of
the river was the designated place for inspection, where the tobacco inspectors would
remove the dried leaves from their barrels and check them for debris and quality, and it
was only natural that stores and taverns sprang up around them to supply the area
planters. By 1818, the tobacco industry in Farmville had become too big for just the
Randolph Warehouse to handle, prompting the Farmville Warehouse to be built, and by
1836, the town had become the fourth-largest tobacco market in Virginia.
On the other side of Main Street, the trail turns back into gravel and, as the ground
beside the trail begins to drop away as it stretches out into the river's floodplain, the
discordant noise of downtown gives way to the birds singing in the trees. It's time for
another cigarette as I walk onto the wide, wooden pedestrian bridge built on top of the
old black steel girders and even older foundations that once supported the railroad bridge
over the river. A long, narrow observation area juts out four feet from the eastern side,
and I stop halfway down and lean against the outer railing to look out over the river for a
moment. I take a long, slow pull on the cigarette and close my eyes, holding in the smoke
while I listen to the constant, tiny gurgles of the swift but smoothly flowing water below.
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The alkaline flavor of tobacco haunts my mouth long after the smoke has been let out of
my lungs, and I spit to get rid of the taste before moving back on down the trail.
When I first started smoking, I loved the taste of tobacco. I smoked a pipe, and
reveled in the pulls of luxuriant, aromatic smoke that filled my mouth and the air around
me. Even after I switched over to cigarettes for my nicotine fix, I'd sometimes rip the
filters off in order to get the full flavor of the tobacco. That's not the case these days. The
only time it tastes anywhere near as good as it did when I started is when I haven't had
one for hours and I'm suffering from some serious nicotine cravings. Most of the time, it
actually tastes pretty foul to me, but it doesn't register any disgust; I reckon it's part of
being an addict to the stuff. Bit by bit, any actual enjoyment that I used to get from
smoking disappeared. I'd been warned that this would happen.
I don't know why I even let myself start smoking in the first place. As a kid, it
drove me absolutely crazy that that my parents were smokers. I hated their habit so badly
that sometimes I used to hide their packs of cigarettes or break them up and flush them
down the toilet. All through growing up, I swore that I'd never pick up the habit, but not
long after I got to college, my attitude about it suddenly changed.
I can't remember exactly what triggered this shift; it just seemed to happen within
the first couple months of my freshman year, though I reckon that ifl hadn't taken up
pipe smoking, I probably would've never picked up cigarettes. I assumed that
occasionally smoking a pipe wouldn't get me hooked, but that occasional pipe of tobacco
after class somehow turned into the far more convenient and socially acceptable cigarette
or two, and those couple of cigarettes became a routine throughout the day.
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Maybe I really started because I found myself surrounded by smokers and, to use
the old excuse, "everybody else was doing it." The habit does seem to lend itself to
making new friends. Cigarettes are an amazing social tool. Whether from boredom or
genuine general affability, people feel compelled to start dialogues with complete
strangers when they're standing around together smoking. During a break at work, there's
the chance to have in-depth conversations with co-workers that otherwise wouldn't have
happened since one would be too busy with working.
I found how much easier it was to strike up a conversation with the person you've
been checking out at a party or the bar when I had the go-to icebreaker of conveniently
needing to borrow their lighter. I've met all my girlfriends because of cigarettes, either
from having "lost" my lighter and needing to borrow theirs or from the times we spent
getting to know each other while we shared a smoke or two.
It wasn't all that different than how the attitude towards cigarettes changed.
Before the Civil War, most tobacco in America was mostly chewed or smoked in pipes or
cigars. Although cigarettes had been around in one crude form or another since the
1600's, they were usually made from the leftover scraps from cigar or pipe tobacco
production and were considered a "beggar's smoke." By the mid-19 th century, however,
they were gaining popularity in Europe, and the emerging market soon spread to the U.S.
But the trend didn't immediately catch on here. The hand-rolling process was
slow and tedious, and a skilled cigarette roller could only produce about four per minute.
Ready-made cigarettes were considered a luxury item, but everything changed when, in
1880, James Bonsack invented a machine that could roll 200 cigarettes a minute, and
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instead of being able to make only about 40,000 hand-rolled cigarettes daily, companies
found they could produce 4 million cigarettes a day with one of these machines.
The lowered production costs allowed the price of cigarettes to drop to affordable
levels, and they quickly became seen as a convenient alternative to cigars and pipes for
those who wanted to smoke but who didn't want to spend the time on them. They were
"cleaner" than chewing tobacco, since it required the user to constantly spit out the
noxious tobacco juice.
The tobacco industry exploded into what's now seen as its golden age. As large of
a market as it was, Farmville had just two tobacco warehouses before the Civil War, but
by the 1890's, it had become the third largest tobacco market in Virginia, with
approximately 15 tobacco warehouses and factories in the town. By the turn of the
century, the local market was handling around 11 million pounds of tobacco a year, and
in 1902, a train of 30 cars loaded with tobacco bound for Norway alone left Farmville in
one day.
The cigarette overtook all other forms of tobacco use and became embedded in
American culture. Advertising for cigarettes sold the idea of masculinity to men and
social independence to women, and I suppose a large part of why I picked up the habit
was that it helped give me a sense of identity back during freshman year. We all need
ways to define ourselves, and we seek out things to help clearly mark what we are and
what we aren't, especially during our formative teenage and early adult years. Smoking
was a part of my own identification process. I wanted to be a writer, and so I looked to
my heroes in that field for the traits I should take on that would make me more like them
- Twain, Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Vonnegut, Faulkner, and Thompson; they were
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smokers, all of them, and so I picked up the habit too. Hunched over the laptop at my
desk, furiously typing away on literature papers into the early hours of the morning, I
fantasized that the steady chain of cigarettes being smoked was lifting me up closer to my
idols, helping to place me in the same category as them.
And, in a place where everyone came from somewhere else, the habit allowed me
a way to claim identity as a Southern country boy by adding a little bit of the stereotype
to my outward form. There was an expectation for those of us who hailed from the rural
parts of the state to look and act a certain way, to have certain attitudes and habits, and
tobacco use was one of them. It's not like I ever really looked the part; while some guys
sported buzz cuts, camouflage hunting shirts, and work boots, I tramped around campus
with long hair and wore aviator sunglasses, beaded necklaces, surfing company t-shirts,
baggy jeans, and Birkenstock sandals. If anything, my personal style was halfway in
between surfer and hippie, but smoking made me feel like I was still living up to the
definition of "country" in a way, still a good ol' Southern boy at heart, if not in
appearance.
Maturing a few years, however, made me see that whether I smoked or not made
no difference to whether I could be called a Southerner or not; it just made me a smoker,
no more, no less. But I wasn't the only one who had picked up the habit with the same
thoughts in mind. I have several friends who, motivated by similar thoughts, maintained a
smoking or dip habit with the cheerful self-delusion that somehow our using tobacco
made us more Southern than those who didn't.
I'm not sure why we Southerners feel the need to claim such superficial and
stereotypical things as iconic of our identity. Looking at the fields and homes along the
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edge of the trail, I don't see any one thing about them that would make them stand out as
Southern according the standard of popular culture. I could probably see just as many
trailers surrounded by rusting piles of junk while driving down some road up in the
Midwest or out in the redwood forests of the Pacific states as I could trudging here
through the country of the Virginia Piedmont. There would be dogs in the back yard,
trucks in the driveway, and old ramshackle barns standing in the fields.
Yet, taking in everything around me as I walk along, I know that I'm in the South.
The sweet smells from the springtime flowers on the trees and plants would be differente
elsewhere, the insects flying through the air would be less numerous, and the air wouldn't
be as thick and humid. The land itself seems to be one thing that can be distinctly called
"southern," and it may be why we celebrate the two cash crops of cotton and tobacco as
indicators of the South; this region is ideally suited for them and so we grow them, but I
don't see how that's a reason to celebrate. If anything, the agricultural production of these
plants gave us the most dishonorable definition of Southern identity, the elephant in the
room since the founding of our country - slavery. The practice has separated us from the
North ever since the founding of the country. Even today, the legacy of it and its bastard
child, racial segregation, still define this region; when people go to classify which states
belong in different regions, those states that supported these institutions are "the South"
and those that didn't are "the North." It was, and through its legacy still is, the Shame of
the South.
As many historians and Southern Apologists will tell you, it's not that slavery
existed only down south when the colonies were founded. Most states allowed it at some
point or another during their history, but what set the southern states apart was how
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unwilling we were to see the practice as the abomination that it was, and the well-known
litany of excuses and mental backflips that people made to justify it are staggering.
Slavery was justified because without it the economy would collapse, because whites
were superior to blacks, because every other nation was doing it. The sickening
deceptions that we spouted just go on and on.
And because we couldn't bear to do away with the horrible practice, our nation
almost died in what is still the bloodiest war in American history and, in every aspect
possible, the future of our nation was forever altered. No wonder we Southerners are
obsessively fascinated by the Civil War and routinely enshrine both the major sites of our
defeat like Appomattox, which is a mere twenty miles to the west, and the minor ones,
like the Battle of High Bridge, which I've finally reached.
The golden planks of the new wooden walkway that sits atop the old steel, stone,
and concrete supports are almost blinding in the midday sun as I walk out onto them, and
the wind whipping through the Appomattox River Valley whistles in my ear and cools
me down as it evaporates the sweat that accumulated on my body over the six-mile walk.
I lean out over the railing and look down at the river flowing one hundred-and-twenty
five feet below. I'm not scared of heights, but the ground is still far enough beneath my
feet to make the adrenaline rush through my veins, and I'm starting to feel a little light
headed.
I light up a cigarette and watch the gray smoke dissolve in the steady warm wind
gusting up from the south, blowing in the soft smells of spring from the verdant woods
and fields stretching out on all sides beneath me and over the farms along River Road far
out to the north, barely visible even from this height. I'd driven along that winding road
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many times, and stealing a glance out the passenger window, could only catch a glimpse
of High Bridge among the trees in the distance, imagining what the view from the top
would be like. I'm glad to say reality meets my expectations.
The river at this point is still fairly shallow and maybe only twenty feet wide, and
based on that alone, building a bridge so long and tall here seems odd, but it let the trains
that once ran down this defunct line stay on a level plane instead of dropping suddenly
down into the wide valley only to rise back up again two-and-a-half-thousand feet away.
It also meant that transportation wasn't completely cut off when the river flooded, as it
still occasionally does today. The original bridge was built in the 1850s as part of the
Southside Railroad line that ran between Petersburg and Lynchburg, and, although the
fighting that happened here was relatively minor when compared to other Civil War
battles, the battle for it played a pivotal role during Lee's Retreat through this area.
Since evacuating the entrenchments at Petersburg on April 2 nd, General Lee and
the ragged remnants of his the Army of Northern Virginia had been plodding west for
four solid days with General Grant and the Army of the Potomac in hot pursuit, fighting
during the day and marching at night in their desperate attempt to find a way around the
encroaching Federal army.
There was no other route but west; Richmond had already been captured and
occupied, and the route south to North Carolina was securely blocked by Union troops.
Lee ordered rations to be sent by rail from Lynchburg to Farmville, where he could get
the much-needed food and give his men a rest before crossing over the Appomattox
River, burning the bridges behind him, and trying to find a way to move south.
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Nothing went as planned for Lee. Although Lee tried to avoid bringing his
tattered forces into any direct conflicts, Union troops caught up with him enough to force
an engagement at Sayler's Creek on April 6th , and in that battle, the Federals took
advantage of a gap in the Confederate column resulting in roughly a third of Lee's men
being cut off and captured.
That same day, here at High Bridge, the Confederate forces had moved to the
north side of the river, and in order to keep the Union forces from crossing, the wooden
wagon bridge that ran down at the base of the rail bridge needed to be destroyed. Union
troops arrived on the scene first, but their attempts to secure the bridge were stopped by
three brigades of Confederate cavalry, and almost all the Federal troops in the
engagement were killed or captured. The next day, the Confederate forces attempted to
set fire to the bridge after crossing, but Union troops arrived on the scene and drove the
Rebels away. The Union troops managed to save a large section of the·railroad bridge and
prevent any damage to the lower wagon bridge, which they then crossed and moved on
Lee's flank. Lee and his army were forced to abandon Farmville and resume a westward
retreat before they could even finish cooking their long-awaited meals. The Union army
moved into Farmville, and it was from there that Grant sent the first message to Lee
requesting surrender.
Lee declined and moved towards Appomattox, where more rations were supposed
to be waiting. These had originally been destined for Danville, but an alert quartermaster
had ordered the train back towards Farmville. A cavalry advance was sent out to secure
them, but was stopped by the arrival of Union cavalry and two infantry divisions under
Gen. Philip Sheridan. When Lee arrived at Appomattox Court House, he and his starving
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army found themselves surrounded. After one final, futile attempt to break out, Lee
surrendered unconditionally on April 9 th, effectively ending the war.
My smoker's cough strikes again, bringing water to my eyes. I'm tired of this
constant reminder of my sin. When I started smoking, I'd been completely conscious of
its inherent risks but kept on with it anyway. I'd assumed that I'd kick the habit after
college or soon thereafter, believing that I'd be able to just put them down walk away
from it unaffected and unchanged. Now, I'm an addict who struggles with daily life when
he doesn't get a nicotine fix first thing in the morning and who makes terrible excuses to
self-justify his destructive behavior. Like Lee at Appomattox, I find myself outflanked by
the truths about my habit, with no hope of escaping.
I wonder if! haven't quit because somewhere, deep down, I'm afraid to change
what has been a major defining characteristic. I'd long ago matured enough to know that
using tobacco didn't make me any more of a true Southerner than the truck I drive, my
taste for cornbread and collard greens, or the fact that I was born and lived most of my
life here in Virginia. These things aren't what make me a Southerner; I'm one because I
define myself as one. I'll always be a proud Virginian, even if! don't fit into all the
stereotypes.
However, smoking still gives me a sense of identity. Everyone I know identifies
me as a smoker and, since most of them don't smoke, it makes me stand out among them.
Furthermore, I know myself as one, and can't imagine what my life would be like
without cigarettes. It makes me ask myself, "Are the benefits this habit gives me worth
the costs?" Some would say that they don't, that the damage I'm causing to my body
could be lethal, yet I still question what a life after tobacco would bring. I know there is
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one. The warehouses in Farmville might not hold tobacco anymore, but their doors aren't
closed. They hold the Southern States, an electric wholesaler, a high-class restaurant, and
a furniture store with global business.
The town has moved on and compensated for the change in business, but I'm not
a town; I'm a person. How would I compensate for what cigarettes have brought me?
Would quitting come at the expense of losing little parts of my personality and character?
Without these, would I still be me? Who would I become if I'm not?
They're questions I don't yet have answers to. I know I won't find them here
standing on this bridge, and the day is getting long. I crush my cigarette and fling the butt
down, then turn towards home, and start my long walk westward.

38
A Light from the Ashes
The idea that I could suddenly burst into flames at any given moment was actually
comforting. Spontaneous combustion meant there was a chance, no matter how remote,
that if this move killed me, then at least it would be quick and painless. It would come
with a cheap funeral thrown in to boot, since cremating me would already be taken care
of; someone would just have to fetch a broom.
It'd all be over in an instant; packing up the rest of my crap and getting it out of
the house would be somebody else's problem, and I could move on to other, more
enjoyable things, like being dead. Unfortunately, there's never been a scientifically
verified case of spontaneous human combustion in history, but I was hoping I might just
end up as the exception. At least with a death that unique and bizarre, people wouldn't
remember me as the guy who died of heatstroke from moving out during the hottest part
of the year.
Heaving the tan Rubbermaid storage tub I was carrying over the side of my Ford
Ranger's bed with a grunt, I let it drop down between the wheel wells, slamming onto the
bed with an echoing thud. I should have felt relief that it wasn't accompanied by the
muffled sound of plates and glasses shattering, but it was 9 a.m., the heat index in the
shade had already hit 97 degrees, and I had zero fucks to give.
I shuffled away from the truck and the road and into the shade of the front porch. I
dropped hard into the dingy green, plastic Adirondack chair and lit up a cigarette, taking
almost a quarter of it down in the first drag, and surveyed everything around.
It seemed as if I was the only thing alive and moving in Farmville. The birds in
the trees were mute. Even the insects were still. An unnatural tranquility hung in the air,
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broken only by the constant whine of the over-worked AC unit straining to keep the
house at a barely wholesome temperature and the occasional explosion of my wheezy
smoker's hack.
I took another drag and rubbed my eyes to readjust my contact lenses, which were
drying out and warping with the heat. My eyes felt scratchy, and it was impossible to tell
anymore whether the non-stop burning came from sweat, dehydration, or just sheer
exhaustion. Not that I would've cared or that it even mattered. I bad less than three days
before the lease for the house expired. All my stuff bad to be moved out, no matter what.
For me to say "I hate moving" would be on par with saying "Hunter S. Thompson
wasn't Richard Nixon's biggest fan" or "Captain Ahab had a thing against whales." I
loathe moving, absolutely despise it. I've moved so many times in my life that when I
count them up, I use all my fingers and I'm starting to run out of toes. Some kids dream
of growing up and leaving their borne to travel around the world; others grow up
dreaming that every three years they won't have to pack up everything they own and
head to a new duty station.
Such is the life of a military brat. I used to resent it when I was younger, but I
don't anymore; I'm actually quite thankful that my parents' careers gave me the
opportunity to travel and see as much as I have and live where I djd. But I thought all the
moving around would end once I became an adult. I became one, and somehow I still
seem to be bearing the same gypsy curse. For one reason or another, I've never lived in
one place for more than four consecutive years, and there aren't any signals that I'll settle
down any time soon.
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I don't hate traveling. I sincerely love going to new places and hope that I get to
see more of the world much more frequently, should I ever get the money to afford it. But
I hate moving, and what I hate the most is the loss of the physical center of my life,
having to redefine where home is. The packing up and the unpacking of everything is like
watching the nucleus of my reality undergoing nuclear fission, as everything I own is
pulled from its place, thrown into boxes, and reassembled somewhere else as something
new and unfamiliar, something foreign that has to be adjusted to.
It doesn't help matters that the geographic relocations of my adult life always
occur in the summer. But none of them held a candle to this move. With the current
temperatures in Virginia alone breaching 107 degrees, this summer had already been
declared the hottest on record. I was only moving across town, but the satanic heat meant
that anything physically exerting had to be done before 10 a.m. or after sunset, and a task
that should have taken a day or two at most had stretched out to four.
I went inside, got some water from the fridge, and threw myself down on the
couch. As I leaned forward and rubbed my pounding temples, it suddenly occurred to me
that out of all the times I've moved from one house to another, this was the shortest
distance between the two places, and yet, somehow, it was the absolute toughest move
I'd ever had to go through. I laughed to myself at the dark irony in the situation, but it
was lost in my shallow, panting breaths.
"You'd better take care of me, Lord," I said, looking up and through the ceiling,
"otherwise you'll have me on your hands."
I'm usually just a smartass when I quote Hunter S. Thompson to God, poking a
little fun, but at that moment I wasn't feeling droll. Looking at the stacks of boxes and
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tubs piled up around the house, I sneered with fierce loathing. I seriously considered
throwing everything I owned into a pile in the middle of the road and setting it on fire. I
wouldn't even hide the can of gas and matches, lit cigarette hanging from my lips, while I
waited for the cops to show up.
"Get fuckin' mad at it," my dad would tell me when I was growing up and
wanted to prove that I could push myself a little bit further and harder. "Beat its ass!
Don't let it beat yours, son." I imagined Dad deep in the bowels of all those ships he
served on, all the years spent with his Navy blues soaked with sweat and steam down in
that sunless steel hell as he labored to keep the turbines and coolant systems of the ship
working, pulling duty shifts so long that things like cool breezes and soft grass seemed
like perverse, teasing dreams, and even the fact that the engineering decks lay beneath the
foaming waves was forgotten. Use it, I told myself. Harness the anger and get this shit
done. It won't ever be over unless you move it all. Don't give in. Get the job done.
I popped up from the couch. Three more tubs went into the truck, one after
another, and were unloaded at the new place. I thought I could grab another load, but by
the time I got back to the house, my rage had cooled and the air temperature had passed
above 100. I trudged back inside the house and fell into the recliner.
I looked at the neatly stacked boxes and tried to rile myself up again, to get my
engine going and stop my downward spiral, but there was no ignition. It had been days
since I'd slept for more than a couple hours. Even ifl wasn't sleep deprived, continuing
to haul boxes in this infernal heat couldn't be done without seriously risking physical
harm. The chances of both mental and physical collapse were now very real. I had no
choice but to stop until at least the evening when it was cooler.
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I lay sprawled out in the chair, staring blankly out at the remaining boxes stacked
around me. I kept thinking how there'd be no relief from these feelings at the new house,
how it was only a temporary arrangement. I wasn't signing a lease to live there, just
renting a room from some friends of mine until I found a new place to live. It wasn't
going to be permanent in any way. Most of my stuff wasn't even going to be unpacked;
the stuff that was coming out of the boxes was just going to get packed back up again and
hauled somewhere else. I felt overwhelmed with despair, and everything seemed to be
rising around me as I sank further and further down. I'd called so many places home,
only to have to leave them all behind, again and again. And every time, there was that
same wretched feeling of home being tom away, even when I hated living in a place. I
just wanted relief from those feelings once and for all, for some simple material place to
center my world.
A horrid idea crossed my mind, and I imagined that if I faced any sort of eternal
punishment, then this would be it: eternally moving in roasting summer heat, a Sisyphean
struggle with no hope for physical, emotional, or mental escape. The idea was too
frightening, and I shook myself out of the self-pitying delirium.
I reminded myself that it was just exhaustion and desperation taking hold of me
and, no matter how much I wanted to, giving up wasn't an option. I knew that ifl gave
up, then I'd never get to where I wanted and needed to be. I had to accept it might be a
long, hard slog before I found that place, that the road to it might be a winding one and
run through some dark places, but there was a light at the end, and with that hope I'd
eventually find my way home.

********
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Growing up, when I still went to church, I heard plenty about hell. I learnt the
phrase, "weeping and gnashing of teeth" and wondered what that would sound like. From
reading Matthew 8:12 and hearing sermons about the wrath of God, I understood what
the phrase was describing, but I couldn't imagine it and didn't know what it meant.
The night that my college burned enlightened me. Over a decade of thought and
contemplation, I'll be damned if nothing seems a more accurate way to describe the
babbling, sobbing, cacophonic noise that issued from all the terror-struck contorted faces
in the raging light of those flames.
April 241\ 2001, started as a really good day, for a Tuesday. I finished with my
last class for the day, dropped my books off at my dorm, and then went outside and down
the hill my dorm stood upon to the fountain across the road. The fountain was beautiful in
the way that old structures often are, a remembrance of a by-gone era exuding an aura of
dignity and grace that isn't often found in modem structures. A central structure
resembling two black-iron birdbaths rose up from the round, brick-walled, blue-tiled
pool, overly wrought with the ornate designs and spirals indicative of Victorian and tum
of-the-century tastes, stacked on top of each other and spraying water out with the
pressure of a well-made garden hose.
Walking around the fountain, as if heading to class in the massive complex of
interconnected buildings that once served as the original campus of Longwood College,
one would go up gently rising, broad concrete steps that cut through the terrace rising up
like an amphitheater of curved brick walls, grass, and trees above the fountain, and have a
spectacular view of the school's iconic rotunda perched atop Ruffner Hall. At that time,
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no one was going to class in Ruffner. It had been closed for renovations the previous
summer and access was cut off by a temporary chain-link fence, although the surrounding
dorms and Grainger, which held the English department and, thus, most of my classes,
were in full use.
Kyla's dorm was South Ruffner, sitting directly behind and beneath the looming
dome of the Rotunda, right on the other side of the old Blackwell Dining Hall (which was
serving as the campus bookstore), so my best friend and love was already sitting on the
edge of the fountain's pool when I arrived.
We smoked cigarettes and talked about us, our situation. Our friendship had
spilled over into something more, but she had a boyfriend. Although it hadn't stopped us
so far, she and I agreed that something had to be done. Kyla bubbled over with
excitement, and through hard and fast drags on the Marlboro Menthol Light in her wildly
gesturing hand, she told me she'd finally worked up the courage to break up with her
boyfriend, and it was going to be tonight. She chittered that if he erupted with rage and
hit or threatened her, then she would file charges this time, and there would be witnesses,
too, because this timshe was going to make sure that she did it with people around e. I
heard the courage and conviction in her voice, felt her lithe, soft hand against my cheek
while she said, "I love you," and melted with her smile and light-brown eyes.
We kissed and parted. Walking up the brick and concrete steps cut into my
dorm's hill, it seemed as if life was perfect and was only going to get better. My grades
were good, and I was going to breeze through my exams. I'd made it through my
fraternity's pledge period, and I had a great job waiting for me when I went home for
summer break.
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I got back to my room, discretely smoked a quick bowl of weed in the suite
bathroom to get myself in writing mode, and hopped on my computer. After putting on
some music, I started working on an Early American Literature paper comparing
Emerson and Thoreau, or at least, I worked on it when I wasn't talking to Kyla over
instant messenger. She said she had to leave her room because of a fire alarm, and put up
an away message. Four or so other people I knew suddenly did the same. I kept on
typing.
It was maybe ten minutes or so later when my wide-eyed and slack-jawed
suitemate exploded through the dorm room so hard and fast that it seemed the door nearly
wrenched off its hinges.
"Goddamn, Steele! The school's burning down!" Lank screamed in our shared
home-county accent and then rocketed back out into the hall in a hot sprint down toward
the front door of the building. I leapt up and followed, and bursting out the front double
doors of North Cunningham, I was struck dumb by it all.
Ruffner was completely engulfed in fire, a four-story-tall inferno with flames
spewing out the broken windows and licking the red tin roof. Chaos consumed the
campus. The air was filled with the klaxons of the fire and police departments, while the
terrible siren of the general campus alert blared like an air raid. Groups of girls stood
crying with each other, and some cried alone. Off to my right, a group of four or five
guys from a rival fraternity stood and passed around joints while they stared at the blaze.
They were completely ignored by the cops, who rushed to maintain order among the
masses of panicking students who swept up and down the road below as they bellowed
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screams and curses. The overwhelming heat was carried on the brisk wind, making my
skin tingle and eyes water.
After the shock wore off, I ran inside and called my parents, so if they saw it on
the news, they'd know I was all right. No one answered, and the answering machine
picked up. My immediate thought was that they'd gone across the road to have supper at
the neighbors, so I left as calm a message as I could and hung up, deciding to try and call
again later. I needed to find Kyla, and make sure she was okay, so I left the dorm and
rushed outside into the growing madness.
Mobs of panicked students would cluster, seeking shelter and hope and
information in the madness running thick in the air, only to have someone come running
up hysterically shrieking that the very spot they had chosen as a safe place was actually
the most dangerous, since it was under that very spot, no matter where you were on
campus, that the underground gas main which Longwood doesn't have was supposed to
be buried. Looking around the anarchy surrounding me, I suddenly fathomed the frightful
appalling meaning of the phrase I'd heard in church.
By now, the fire had spread to the surrounding buildings. The top of South
Ruffner had caught fire and Grainger was completely ablaze, flames bursting out of the
third and second story windows. I fought through the running and screaming and crying
horde towards the designated area where everyone from her dorm was supposed to be
gathered, but not even her roommate had seen her since the building evacuated, and no
one had seen where she'd gone. I pushed on through the crowds of people on campus,
yelling her name until my throat started rasping, desperately searching for a sign that she
was all right.
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After maybe an hour, I ran into my roommate Allen and his girlfriend and learned
that our dorm had now also been evacuated in the sheer panic, and we weren't allowed
back in. I slipped in anyway, making sure that I wasn't seen, and made another call to my
parents. There was still no answer, nor was there an answer to any of the four more I
made to their house that night.
My calls and searching proved fruitless and with each unsuccessful attempt, my
emotional center weakened. The deep, dark end of my imagination ran wild with images
of my parents dead in a car wreck on the highway as they were coming back from the
grocery store in town and my best friend and love of my life trapped in her burning dorm
because she stupidly ran back inside to get something precious, alone and crying and
scared as she burned alive in agony. As I stormed around campus, consumed by worry
and fear, I ran into Leah, one of our mutual hippie friends, and asked if she'd seen Kyla
anywhere.
Leah's red stoner eyes took on a puzzled look when I asked. "She's up in James'
room. She's been there for the past couple hours. Didn't you know that?"
I felt a great pit open up in my heart. My emotional resolve collapsed on itself,
and my whole body started to shake like a jackhammer. I gathered myself together as best
I could, I went up to his room in the Cox dorm and asked to speak to her outside and
alone. We walked downstairs and around the side of the building, away from any possible
open windows.
"So, you're fine," I said in an accusatory tone, my voice cracking from emotional
overload.
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"Dan, I'm sorry that I didn't let you know, but he wouldn't let me tell anyone I
was there," Kyla said, her eyes taking on a puppy dog look.
"LEAH FUCKING KNEW!" I roared, and the temporary walls holding the furies
of my emotions crumbled. I confronted her about everything, from her empty promises to
her disappearance. She threw excuse after excuse back, trying to justify her actions to me.
Our conversation went nowhere and ended with some of the most vicious and hateful
words that I've ever said spewing from my mouth. I called her a whore, a slut, anything
to hurt her and make her share the pain.
"Please, come back, Dan! DAN! NO, PLEEAASEE, DOON'T GO-O-O-O!" I
heard her scream through sobs as I stormed away, but I kept my eyes locked forward so
that I wouldn't look behind, so I couldn't see the tears pouring from her clenched brown
eyes and so she couldn't see mine.
I walked in a daze through the side routes on campus out to High Street, to the far
edge of the crowds of people still moving in the chaos of the night, sat down on the
sidewalk, and watched as firefighters vainly tried to extinguish the white-hot flames
lighting up the inky black night sky. Bathed in the light of the destruction, I cursed her
and then myself for being foolish enough to be tangled up in it all and not seeing the truth
because I didn't want to, until the anger couldn't hold me together anymore and my
emotional center imploded. I limped back to my dorm and went up to my room,
evacuation be damned, where I collapsed on my bed, and the world went black.
Sometime around 4 a.m., I woke to the phone ringing. It was my dad, finally
home to return my messages. He said that my mom had kidney stones, and they'd spent
the better part of the night in the hospital, but she was all right. They were glad I was
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safe, he said, and to call him tomorrow when things were clearer. I tiredly thanked him
and went back to sleep.
The next day, classes were cancelled. Although one could come back at a later
date and check out of their room, everyone had to evacuate, immediately. In an instant,
we all became refugees. I was fortunate; I didn't have to wait for a ride or try to hitch one
home with a friend. Unlike most other freshmen, I'd gotten a temporary permit which let
me have my truck there at school. Some weren't nearly as lucky, like my friend Damien,
and these unfortunate souls had to sit in the temporary shelter set up in the gym where
they'd slept all night on army cots after they'd lost all their clothes and belongings to the
fire and the water from the sprinkler systems and wait for someone to come get them.
Allen and I lived in the same area, so he caught a ride home with me. We'd both
decided to just come back later that week and check out, so we threw some clothes and
our most valuable and necessary things into some bags and lit out. We talked a little bit
about the madness we'd just lived through, but neither of us really spoke much on the
way home. I didn't have much to say then; it had all been too much for me, and I was
numb.
After two weeks of being back home among my friends and family in
Southampton County, it began to feel like it had all been a dark dream. Life started to
regain a sense of normalcy for me, but it would never go back to the normal I once knew.
My best friend and the girl I loved, the person I had made the emotional center of my life,
had built our relationship on lies, and I let them rip me apart.
Eventually, my heart did heal, and although it took a long, long while before it
healed well enough to have relationships with anyone else, time and the hope that I'd
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never be that emotionally broken again let me do it. Some were shorter than I hoped
they'd be, and some lasted longer than they should have, but no matter how those
relationships ended, things never seemed as painful and bleak as they had with Kyla. I
was always able to see things afterward in a much brighter light, and because of this, I
knew that my center would hold.

********
I don't think that I'll ever get used to seeing my friend Jude without his afro,
despite the fact he hasn't had one for years. He cut it a good while before he graduated
college and joined the army four years ago, but my memory still hangs onto the way he
looked back then, and I did my usual mental double-take when I opened the door to let
him in the house.
"What's crackin', Big Dan?" he drawled in his low, rumbling voice, smiling as he
stood there sweating on the concrete front porch. He hadn't been out of his car for maybe
two minutes and already the oppressive summer humidity was causing a few beads of
sweat to come trickling down his temples.
With my own grin I walked out through the creaking storm door. Instantly, sweat
began to ooze from my skin, making my burgundy cotton polo feel as if it had suddenly
become a woolen winter jacket. "Rude Jude!" I drawled back. "How's it goin', man?"
We clasped hands, drew each other in and shoulder bumped, slapping each other on the
back with our free hands.
"How was the drive down from Charlottesville?" I asked, welcoming him into the
new house. We sat down in the living room, and I offered some water, which he gladly
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accepted. I stepped into the kitchen, pulled out two glasses, and got a tray of ice out from
the freezer.
"Not bad. I didn't get stuck behind a semi or nothing, and I didn't even see a cop
the whole ride down here to Farmville. It was nice and chill, man."
"Sweet," I shouted from the kitchen, cracking the ice out of the trays and
dropping cubes into the glasses before filling them with water from the Brita pitcher.
"How's the family? Your mom and dad <loin' all right?"
"Yeah, they're good. Dad got a promotion; he's a brigadier general now," he said
as I walked back into the living room with our water.
"Oh, nice! Tell him congratulations." I passed his glass to him on the couch and
sat down with mine in the recliner. We immediately took long drinks, both of us parched
from the unrelenting Virginia summer heat.
"I will, man. Thanks," he said, setting his glass down on a coaster. "My mom and
the rest of the family are up in Ontario now, at our lake house. I'm gonna go up there
myself in a few days, spend a week or so with them before I go back to Ft. Hood and
finish out my time there. How're your folks <loin'"
"They're <loin' good. They're still in Kentucky; probably will be for at least five
more years or so, until Dad retires, again, and they sell the house."
"I thought he'd be done with workin' after twenty-five years in the Navy," Jude
laughed. "That's good though, man. Where's he workin' these days?"
"He's a maintenance supervisor at the VA hospital there in Lexington. Workin'
on getting' that second federal paycheck."
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"Ah," Jude said with a grin. "The good ol' double-dip. I need to do that when I
get out."
"Hell, yeah! If anything happens to Dad, my mom ain't gonna have to worry
'bout money, that's for sure." We nodded together in approval of my dad's sacrifice of
his retirement years.
We decided to get a couple drinks and walked across town to the local bar. The
sun might have gone down, but that didn't stop the heat from drenching us in sweat by
the time we got there. We walked in to find the bar was empty as a tomb. A local barfly
sat up at the bar, engrossed in the football highlights on one of the flat-screens and the
bartender's ample cleavage, barely shooting us a glance as we walked by. The waitress
was sitting at one of the tables, talking on her cellphone, and from the wide-eyed look on
her face, we might as well have appeared in a cloud of smoke. We were probably the
only people who'd come in there for hours, except for the one drunk. The waitress hung
up and came to take our order, a tall Yuengling for me and a tall Blue Moon for Jude.
Over our beers, Jude talked about his time in Kuwait where the temperature
during the day reaches one hundred-and-twenty degrees before dropping down to around
fifty, seemingly freezing after the roasting daylight hours. It was impossible to acclimate,
he told me, and it wasn't unusual to see soldiers walking around in winter clothes after
the sun went down.
"It was weird, man, but I always thought it was funny," he laughed, taking a sip.
"Dudes were walking around in sweaters in the middle of the desert."
"Man, that had to be a sight to see," I chuckled as I drained mine and signaled to
the waitress that another was needed.
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"It was," he agreed. He paused for a moment while the waitress set down my
beer. She left, and his face became serious. He asked, "So I gotta ask, man: what all
happened with Kyle? I saw all the messages and posts on Facebook, but I was caught up
with captain's school and it didn't seem right to ask details at the time, ya know what I'm
sayin'? I figured I'd just ask you when I came to visit."
I sighed deep and slow, and took a huge swill of beer. "He shot himself. Used a
shotgun from what I heard."
"Damn, man." Jude's eyes opened wide, and he shook his head as his already
serious face tightened. Neither of us looked at each other; our eyes were cast at the table
and the floor but looked beyond them. "I thought maybe he got into an accident or
somethin'. I didn't know it was like that."
"Yeah," I said, almost in a whisper. "All over those fuckin' hazing charges. He
was scared he was going to have to go to jail."
Our fraternity chapter had been kicked off campus that past spring semester for
hazing. Almost everybody in it received a punishment, including the two guys pledging,
who were charged with hazing by the school and the state right along with the brothers.
The rationale of charging the pledges was, apparently, that by going along with it, those
being hazed were as guilty as those doing the hazing.
Jude nodded, sadly. "Fuck, dude," he said, heaviness weighing down his already
deep voice. "I just can't believe it, man."
"Me either. It doesn't seem real; never has," I sighed.
"Did you really get to know him at all?"
"No," I admitted, "I wish I had."
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"I saw the posting on Facebook about his funeral. Did you go?"
"Yeah. Even ifI didn't know him that well, it seemed like the right thing to do.
Sebastian was there, and a few other ofus alumni went to show some support for his
family. Most ofthe people who showed up were the active guys, people who actually
knew him. I almost didn't go, though."
"I can understand, man."
"No one saw it comin', either. No one." I sigh. "He'd been worryin' about the
possible charges from the whole chapter thing, and freakin' out really bad from the stress
ofit all. His parents pulled him out ofschool on mental health reasons before the
semester was even close to being over, so he was back home when he did it. He'd
actually been gettin' help, too. He was seein' a psychologist, talkin' a lot to his preacher,
but then one night, his parents went out to dinner or somethin', and when they came
home, he'd done... that."
"Goddamn, dude," Jude said, his face contorting to match the look on mine.
"Comin' home and findin' that happened to your kid? That's fuckin' terrible."
"You know what the worst part ofthat was? It was the look on the faces ofhis
family, especially his mom and dad," I said with a grimace. "You could just see it in their
eyes; their whole world was destroyed. Their whole world. No parent should have to bury
their child." I shook my head, trying to bury the image deep down in my mind.
Jude nodded. "I can't even imagine losing a kid, what that's like. I don't ever
want to."
"Me neither," I said, taking another gulp ofbeer.
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"Why, dude?" Jude burst out, anger and confusion clear in his voice. "Why
would you even consider doing that? No one was even goin' to get jail time! Kyle wasn't
goin' to have to go to prison or nothin' like that. It wouldn't have been the end of his
life!"
I swallowed and cleared my throat. "I don't know, man. From what Jack said, his
mind started crackin', and I guess he was havin' some intense breakdowns as he started
mentally losin' center. In the end, he just couldn't see any other way out for some reason.
God knows why."
We sat in silence for a long while, sipping our beers. My eyes flitted down to a
tiny white scar on my left wrist, barely visible over one of the veins. I think back to a
June night fourteen years ago, the open pocket knife that I'd bought from A&N Sports
pushing down and across my wrist, and how I stopped it going any further as I thought
about my friends and family and how I suddenly found a handhold on the simple hope
that I was wrong and life really would change.
The scar's been a reminder of how horrid and abysmal things can seem when the
mind becomes off-balanced and slides towards the edge of that precipice, when it begins
to believe that whatever evil it sees is unbeatable, and the descent into cold darkness is
inevitable and endless. And it's been my reminder not to give into The Fear and, no
matter how hard a struggle it seems, to crawl back up the steep, mental slope and find
that balance in the center, to always fight back towards the light.

******
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I leave the bookstore where I work and walk down the bricked sidewalk of Cary
Street towards my apartment a couple blocks away. I can tell fall is right around the
comer; the sixty-five-degree air feels cool, and I wish that I'd worn a long-sleeved shirt.
At the restaurant, a storefront down from the bookstore, the cute girl who waited
on me the other day is doing something by the window, and as I pass by, she tilts her
head a little, flashes me a smile, and waves. I wave back and return the smile, and I look
forward to eating lunch there again soon.
As I walk down towards 15 th Street, I see a middle-aged man standing on the
comer, holding a cardboard sign with a plea for help written on it in sharpie. With all its
bars and restaurants and businesses around, this area is a favorite for Richmond's
homeless, who stand on the comers with their signs or walk up to pedestrians and ask for
a little spare change or a cigarette. In the two months that I've lived here in downtown,
I've come to reco gnize a few who regularly frequent these blocks, but I don't know this
guy.
Unlike the guy who usually stands on this comer, holding a sign in the same
paint-splattered jeans, dirt-smeared blue shirt and dingy baseball cap but day after day
has an immaculately shaved goatee and mustache, this new guy has a beard, but it's only
a week or so old. His white polo and shorts are fairly clean but definitely wrinkled up as
if slept in and sprinkled with stains from dirt and brick dust, and his cross-trainers are the
same.
Some people walk by him and, in contrast to the old black man with the white
beard who walks around each night selling fresh roses to every man walking with a
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woman that he comes across, the new man lets people pass by without so much as a
twitched glance in their direction.
He isn't moving at all towards the cars on the street that are stopped for the light
at the intersection, looking in and waving his sign at their uncomfortable drivers who
stare straight ahead and pretend he isn't there until the light turns green and they can
drive away. He's just standing there with his shoulders slouched, mouth slightly open
with the edges turned down, and blankly staring out into space.
I'm close enough to spit on him now and at the eyes under his creased, ashen
brow. They aren't anything like the swollen, bloodshot, cloudy, and twitchy ones
belonging to the filthy, middle-aged man who sits on the door stoop ofan empty shop
with his three duffel bags and glares at people while he asks in a slurred voice for some
money and a cigarette ifhe sees you smoking one. This new man's eyes are brown and
clear, the whites ofthem only touched by red around the very edges, and the slight
contraction ofhis lower eyelids gives them a lost and shocked air.
I know that look and what it means.
"Hey, buddy," I say sadly, pulling the only cash I have, a one-dollar bill and a
couple pennies, out ofmy pocket and offering it towards him.
He blinks, broken from wherever his mind has taken him, and looks towards me,
the shame pouring from his eyes. He hesitates for a second, then gently takes the money
from me and says, "Thank you, man. So much."
"No problem. I hope it helps."
He smiles with gratitude, and it looks like he's going to burst into tears. "I can get
a hot burger tonight now. Thank you, man."
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"Good, man. I'm happy I could help," I smile and nod.
"My name's Vincent," he says extending his hand. I tell him mine, and we shake.
"Things are gonna get better. Right now they're rough, but things will tum
around," Vincent says nodding his head, and I know he's not trying to convince me while
he's talking. "I just gotta try and do something... I mean, I don't know..." He cuts off and
opens his mouth as ifto say more but can't without breaking down.
"They will, they really will," I tell him. "Just hang in there, Vincent."
"There's nothing in this life that gets thrown at you that you can't handle,"
Vincent says. He swallows and says thank you again. I smile sympathetically and as I
walk away wish him the best ofluck as fast as it can get to him. Vincent looks as ifhe's
going to cry again as he nods and turns back toward the street.
Whatever center he had in his life is gone now, and he can't seem to imagine any
way to get it back. Vincent makes me question what might have happened to my own life
ifl hadn't found a spark ofhope when things fell apart and turned to ash. I wonder ifl
could have ended up like him. I don't know, and I'm happier not knowing. I keep
walking onward down the road.
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Floating Around Richmond
If George Washington would've had his way, you could've sailed or swum across
the Appalachian Mountains. Although it sounds both impossibly crazy and completely
made-up to most people, it's a fact, and the historians who will happily prove it will also
attest that our first president wasn't completely falling down drunk when he came up with
the idea, as some of you might suspect.
Washington was entirely sane, sober, and serious when he first thought of
constructing a canal system running over and through the Appalachians, and it helps the
skeptical modem reader to remember that during the 1700's the most advanced form of
transportation was the sailing ship. Faster and safer than overland treks, waterways were
absolutely indispensable to travel and commerce, so the idea of a canal system running
over the Appalachians didn't sound all that bizarre or outlandish to people of that era; if
anything, it sounded like incredible, futuristic progress.
The canal would have been the colonial equivalent of a superhighway linking the
rich, populous east coast to the sparsely populated and scattered settlements of the
continental interior. A direct trade route between the Mid-Atlantic colonies and the
Mississippi River system meant that merchants could avoid all that mucking about in the
Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico on their way between the Eastern seaboard and New
Orleans. The goods would not only be cheaper, but any cargo being shipped, as well as
the ship and crew transporting it, was less likely to end up being stolen or destroyed or
raped by pirates, which were a legitimate problem on the Atlantic seaboard in those days.
The entire canal route was personally planned and plotted by Washington while
he was a young man out on surveying expeditions for the royal governor in the broad,
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unmapped western regions ofcolonial Virginia, and was originally intended to be a
means of establishing permanent British dominance in the Ohio Territory over the
French. Despite the immense political changes brought on by both the Seven Years War
and the Revolution, Washington still believed the ambitious canal project to be
indispensable to America's future and, more importantly in his mind, critical in securing
Virginia's place as an influential economic powerhouse among the states.
In 1784, he made a personal appearance before the Virginia General Assembly
and lobbied for the construction oflocks and canals around the Falls of the James here at
Richmond, a treacherous, unnavigable stretch ofgranite boulders scattered among
frothing rapids between plateau-like, tree-covered islands, exposed and created as the
river drops a hundred feet over a seven-mile stretch ofthe river. Even today, the Falls are
the last naturally navigable point for any and all river traffic coming up the James from
the Chesapeake Bay and the Atlantic, a landmark transition point between the Tidewater
and Piedmont regions here in Virginia.
Recognizing the economic benefits ofopening up the entire James River to faster
trade, the General Assembly agreed with Washington's proposal and in 1785, the James
River Company was incorporated by the General Assembly to do just that, with
Washington serving as its honorary first president. Five years later, the first commercial
canal in the United States was opened here in Richmond, the beginning ofWashington's
wondrous western waterway. Initially running just around the first set ofrapids between
9th and 14th Streets, it was quickly extended seven miles along the north side ofthe river
up to Westham, a little plantation town that no longer exists but which was once located
in the area now known as Tuckahoe.
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As it was envisioned, the canal system would have continued on from there,
paralleling the James River up to a spot north of modern-day Lynchburg. From there, the
canal would have turned directly west and crossed over the Alleghenies through a system
of man-made channels and locks until it met up with the Kanawha River at a point
roughly 30 miles upstream from what is now Charleston, West Virginia. Then, as it did
with the James, the canal would have followed along the Kanawha until the river
becomes deep enough for large mercantile boats and barges to navigate it and ferry any
cargo and passengers on down to where it meets the broad Ohio and, from there, to the
Mississippi and Gulf of Mexico.
No one will say that our Founding Fathers lacked either imagination or ambition,
and the canal would still be considered one of the greatest engineering projects ever
achieved, even by modem standards, had it actually been fully completed. Although the
canal and locks around the Falls were finished relatively quickly, construction on the rest
of the canal was not. Work was hampered for a variety of reasons, and the reader
probably has already guessed that one of these obstacles was just the sheer bloody size of
the project. Even with the advantage of today's gas- and diesel-powered construction
equipment and tools, building such an extensive canal system would be an incredibly
time-consuming feat, so you can imagine how slow and arduous the construction was
during Washington's era, when the most advanced excavating equipment were picks and
shovels.
All the work, from clearing of vegetation along the river ban.ks to digging out the
canal through the reddish-brown clay and granite and sandstone bedrock, had to be done
through manual labor, and labor costs drained the budget. The modern reader will point
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out that since slavery was legal and accepted at the time, most of the labor was likely
done by slaves, and since they weren't paid for their work, you will probably start to
wonder how in the hell all that relatively free labor could ever be a budget concern. The
answer to this conundrum lies in the fact that the slave labor used on the canal didn't
come for free. For the sake of logistics and convenience, the canal company hired out
slaves from local plantations and farms along the planned route of the canal, and many
slave owners saw this as a golden opportunity to make more than a little money out of the
deal. They charged the canal company with the highest prices they could charge for use
of their "property," severely driving up labor costs.
Secondly, as the reader likely doesn't know, nobody who was in charge of
building the thing actually knew what they were doing, which tends to slow down
progress a bit. At the time it was started, there was literally no such thing as a
professionally trained civil engineer in this country, much less the world, unless by
"professionally trained" one means that they learned any and all of the necessary skills
after years of direct experience working on these kinds of jobs and would overcome
almost any engineering obstacles encountered along the way through a combination of
trial-and-error and sheer determination.
Construction happened in erratic spurts, with stretches being completed only for
work to suddenly stop again, sometimes for years, and the company eventually went
bankrupt. Already a majority shareholder, the Commonwealth took over completely in
1820 and the company extended the canal out into Goochland County, as well as
renovating the existing portions. By 1840, the canal had been completed as far as around
the falls at Lynchburg, but by this time, railroads had been introduced and boats towed by
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livestock walking along the shoreline just couldn't compete with the speed and power of
the steam engine and the rail.
The canal project had been rendered technologically obsolete before the project
reached its halfway point, and while construction would continue, it finally stopped up in
the Shenandoah Valley at Buchanan, Virginia, in 1851. Although sections ofthe
Kanawha River had also been improved as part ofthe project, the link connecting the
James to the Kanawha was never even attempted.
The canal system would continue to thrive for two more decades, especially in
areas with impassable rapids, but it was only temporary. Damage from floods and the
Civil War, as well as the ever-growing competition with the railroads took their toll. By
1880, the canal system had fallen into complete disuse. The right-of-way was finally
purchased by the Richmond and Allegheny Railroad and tracks were laid across most of
the towpaths.
The remnants of the canal can still be found today along the banks ofthe James,
although most ofit is completely unusable as a waterway. Over time, sections were filled
in, either by natural silting or on purpose, and by the late twentieth century what did
remain was in danger of disappearing altogether. The canal seemed fated to piecemeal
destruction and slow decay until the 1980's, when efforts-began here in Richmond, as
well as up in Lynchburg, to restore and preserve the remaining portions ofthis important
part of history, and the canal systems of these three cities were saved from being washed
away in the tide ofhistory.
Today, the Canal Walk is a point oflocal pride here in Richmond, and the
restoration of the 1.25 miles along the city's waterfront has been an aesthetic and
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financial boon to the downtown. There are guided boat tours available if you want to take
a ride down the canal but the author recommends that you save the money and just give
these a pass. They'll only do a quick loop around a very short section so you won't get to
see as much and, anyway, this is the Canal Walk; taking a boat completely defeats the
point. Any visitor who wants to take a right and proper tour of the canal will head down
to the intersection of Dock and Pear streets and start it in the Great Ship Lock Park,
where the canal actually begins.
Great Ship Lock. an OK Park
As far as parks go, it's relatively tiny; in fact, a large part of the park area is taken
up by the circular parking lot, but the author found it to be anything but disappointing.
After combing through the variety of exhibits that cover the history of the canal and the
science behind the locks, you'll come to the lock itself, two wide, eastward-pointing,
half-ovals of granite separated by the calm but gently draining canal and spanned by two
narrow patina-colored metal footbridges.
Replacing an earlier, smaller lock built in 1816, the one that you see here now
was built in 1854 and able to handle ships as large as 180 feet long by 35 feet wide,
opening up the city directly to the transatlantic shipping and turning it into an
international port. Connecting the navigable part of the river with the city wharf
extending ten blocks to the west, the lock raised incoming boats about 13 feet above the
ever-changing river tides and into the harbor, where cargo could be unloaded safely.
You can cross over the footbridges to explore the densely overgrown southeastern
end of Chapel Island and spend a few hours tromping around under the trees and
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clambering over the half-buried remnants of structures poking up from the ground,
although if you do, the author recommends that you do so in the winter, since the
undergrowth makes the island a breeding ground for all sorts of biting insects during the
warmer seasons. If tramping about the undergrowth on land you may or may not be
trespassing on isn't your thing, then be glad that there's more to see to the north, and go
hit the asphalt path that crosses under the elevated railroad tracks running parallel to the
road and start the walking part of the tour.
Up Tobacco Row
This author doesn't want to be a bad host and deceive you, a guest here in our fine
city, that there's a whole lot along this part of the Canal Walk. To be completely honest,
the little asphalt path that continues on up between the elevated tracks and Dock Street is
a fairly barren stretch, surrounded only by grass and mock gas light streetlamps, but that
doesn't mean there's nothing to see. There are little exhibits to explain minor historical
points scattered along the way, and gazing up to the right, the visitor will see that the
skyline is filled with the massive former warehouses of Tobacco Row.
The author will warn you not to be freaked out when your eyes are suddenly met
by the cold, unrelenting stare of the massive red brick bust of a Native American
chieftain, feathered headdress and all, peering out at you from the comer of the old Lucky
Strike factory's roof. It can be momentarily unnerving to look up into those cold, lifeless
eyes, but it wears off quick. The sculpture and circular logos of the famous cigarette
company are painted directly onto the red brick, as advertising and signage was done in
the days before billboards and lighted signs, and make the Lucky Strike building the most
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interesting of the many old tobacco warehouses looming above in the skyline. These
buildings are silent tributes to the influence of the tobacco industry on Virginia and this
city. Although the buildings you see now were all built between 1886 and 1929, tobacco
merchants had maintained facilities here since tobacco became Virginia's major export in
the 17th century. The industry is still a major influence here, but by the late 1980's most
of the companies had moved their operations elsewhere. After years of neglect, the
buildings were finally converted into luxury lofts and apartments, and bustle with the
coming and goings of a renewed urban life.
Whenever coming up on the block of 20th and Cary, this author can't help but
think of the infamous Libby Prison that once occupied the block during the Civil War and
wonder what the soldiers held there as prisoners-of-war would think of the changes to the
place. An old three-story tobacco warehouse converted by the Confederate government
into a prison for Union soldiers, Libby Prison became second only to Andersonville in
terms of brutal notoriety. Crowded into sparsely furnished rooms with the elements
pouring in through the wooden bars of the windows, the prisoners suffered from severe
food shortages, disease, and brutal treatment. The building doesn't exist anymore so
there's no chance of making a slight detour to go see it. In the 1880's, the building was
purchased and moved to Chicago, Illinois, where it operated as the Libby Prison War
Museum from 1889 until 1895, when it was torn down for good and pieces sold as
souvenirs. Today, this site is bisected by the Richmond Flood Wall, with only a plaque
and an interpretive marker to serve as a reminder of its former existence.
By now, you've no doubt noticed that the back wall of the parking lots across the
road have suddenly turned towards you and become the Richmond Flood Wall, because
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it's a little hard to miss the thirty-foot wall of concrete ahead. It's a relatively new
addition to the downtown area, but a necessary one. Built in 1995 to protect the
downtown from the ever-present risk of flooding that comes from living beside one of
our nation's major rivers, the Flood Wall gives an old world feel to the city; indeed, how
many cities in North America can boast of having such a protective palisade?
The Vision at 14th and Dock
Having come through the wall and up to the comer of 14th and Dock, where the
boat tours that you shouldn't take are located, and crossing the road, the first thing you
see before walking down the broad, concrete stairway that descends from the side of 14th
Street to the edge of the canal, is the beautiful monument erected to Washington's never
realized vision, a great half-moon wall of granite blocks with a bronze outline map of the
planned canal and its brief history wrapping around the inside curve, watched over by a
verdigris surveyor's tripod statue on its shallow round brick pedestal.
It is an enlightening, magnificent tribute to Washington's visionary genius,
although this author doesn't expect any would-be visitors to the monument at 14th and
Dock to be particularly overwhelmed with a religious-like awe of history and tearful
patriotic pride at the sight of it, and will frankly admit that when he took the famed Canal
Walk for the first time, having decided to finally follow the advice of a friend and long
term Richmond resident and with barely more knowledge about his latest adopted city
than a tourist and hungry for some facet of it to write about, and came unannounced
across this monumental fact, his thoughts were immediately steered to the only
personally relevant and slightly odd realization that had the canal system ever been fully
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constructed and maintained, it would have been possible for him to walk a block or so
down from his apartment and obtain a boat, sail up the James, through the lock system
over the Appalachians and down the Ohio to the mouth of the Salt River in Hardin
County, Kentucky, then up the Salt to the overgrown bluff running along the back of his
parent's property for Christmas. Like a sentence from one of William Faulkner's novels,
it would have been a long, twisting and wearisome journey but one that was entirely
possible and probably worth it, if only for the picturesque journey and the bragging rights
to having done it.
Hopefully, the monument kept some historical curiosity alive in the visitor, and
you will move on north along the tree-and-bench-lined concrete banks of the canal to
search for more things to see. Passing under the cobblestoned bridge and by the old brick
warehouse turned into a trendy nightclub sporting a double-decker patio, a person might
be suddenly, and understandably, confused about where to go when the canal disappears
into a broad darkness created by the R.J. Reynolds distributing center bridging over it, the
brown corrugated aluminum siding tactfully camouflaging the business amidst the granite
block and red brick of the area's historic aesthetic.
Since there doesn't seem to be any more canal, the rightly confused visitor may
begin to doubt if the author knows what the hell he is talking about, at which point, the
author would like to very tactfully remind the visitor of the important and popular fact
that things are not always what they seem, so there's no need to panic, and will not tell
them to sit down and shut up for the rest of the tour, at least, not yet. The canal does
indeed continue on under the building, and while some visitors might be deterred from
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going on because of this, they will end up missing one of the more unique sections of the
Walk.
The Not-So-Tidy Tidewater Connection

Hidden away in the shadows beneath the building are the remaining foundations
for the flume of one of the earliest and most productive mills in the city, the hulking
sandstone blocks protruding from the exposed ground that remain more or less as they
were found when the canal was restored, and just ahead, up in the sunlight on the other
side of the building, the visitor will finally get a clear view of the dry remnants of the
fabled Tidewater Connection Locks, the roaring flow of water which feeds the present
canal coming through modern water lines instead of over and through the now defunct
lock system.
Although only the most ludicrously imaginative and ridiculously high person
would dream that their way under the building would be watched over by a troll, the
author will warn you it is entirely realistic to expect that this section of the Walk might be
guarded by an emaciated homeless man asking for a couple pennies or a sly grifter
hanging about a busy pedestrian area, waiting for unsuspecting tourists and the
occasional local dupe.
Although the homeless man will likely be the scarier looking of the two, it's the
grifter whom the visitor will have to be on his guard against. At first glance, the grifter
will look to be just another pedestrian, walking ever so slowly along the Canal Walk on
his way home from work at some restaurant or hotel, from the look of his black dress
pants and the white cook or waitstaff coat he's carrying on his shoulder. Or maybe he's
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sitting down on one of the large blocks between the building's concrete foundation pillars
along the edge of the canal. This cunning disguise sets people at ease and as the
pedestrian draws closer, the grifter will try to attract his attention and draw him in with a
net of conversation, usually by standing up with an unlit cigarette in hand and asking for
a light. He will hold the cigarette aloft as indisputable proof of his need and the oblivious
dupe, being a smoker himself and knowing how frustrating it is to have a pack of
cigarettes but no way to light them, may pull out his lighter and hand it over.
The goal of breaking the ice accomplished, the grifter will hand back the lighter
after using it and, perhaps after a little friendly small talk to further drop his victim's
guard, will move in for the kill. Taking hits from his Newport as if it were a joint, he will
grin and point to his prey's feet, then issue the challenge: "I bet you five dollars I know
where you got them shoes at."
The author, having in no way fallen for this exact same trick while on vacation
down in New Orleans six years ago, would recommend that the visitor simply decline
this friendly wager and continue with the walk. However, if the visitor is the type who
enjoys fast women and slow ponies, then the author would wholeheartedly advise you to
accept the challenge and, after you smugly give the answer, perhaps the name of the store
where the shoes were purchased or the geographic location, have that five bucks ready in
your hand for the forking over when the grifter flashes his oily grin and replies, "Nope.
You done got 'em on yo' feet."
Having passed this guardian of the underpass, with or without having fallen for
the trickery, you will immediately but pleasantly discover a beautiful double-arched stone
bridge concealed on the other side. After walking through one of the archways and up a
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twisting flight of wooden stairs, you'll come to the top of that bridge, still paved with the
original cobblestones, and cross over it towards the distributing center. There, the visitor
will tum right and descend the narrow concrete stairwell wrapping around a power
transformer, being careful not to knock over the three or four empty Colt 45 bottles or
step in the conveniently and quite thoughtfully placed puddle of semi-fresh hobo piss at
the foot of the stairs, and walk to 12th Street along the edge of the remaining locks.
The Tidewater Connection Locks were once the major link in the canal system
between the sections of the James above and below Richmond, the five, hundred-foot
long, granite-walled locks creating a flight of water stairs that allowed the hundreds of
boats and barges plying up and down the river a way to compensate for the shift in
ground elevation at the Falls. Forgotten along with the canal after the ascendancy of the
railroad, the locks began to fill up with dirt and debris, either through natural forces or
from the hands of man. Eventually falling victim to total neglect, the earth nearly
swallowed them up in the way it usually tries to heal whenever man creates a bloody
great scar in the surface.
The section immediately around the locks is beginning to fall back into neglect
again, the bone-dry ground inside them liberally sprinkled with the colorful refuse of the
city's homeless and other passers-by who were obviously too busy to be bothered with
disposing their trash in one of the many public receptacles in the area and opted for this
conveniently-placed historic landmark. It's a shame that something which was the result
of so much toil and effort, and was so narrowly saved from literally being buried by the
dust of history, be allowed to fall back into ruin. The author would wager, however, that
the back comer of a distributing center isn't high on anybody's must-see list, so it's not
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hard to see why the area around the locks has quickly become such a dump; a plaque up
on 12th gives the history of the Tidewater Connection, but there's little else around the
locks to keep people hanging about, unless you like trash, highway traffic and hobo piss.
An Island More Green Than Brown
A quick left at 12th Street will continue the Canal Walk as it crosses over onto
Brown's Island, a completely artificial landmass formed in 1789 when the canal was dug
out. Named for the original owner of the island, it has played host to a variety of
industries, and around the turn of the century, several hydroelectric and coal power plants
and a paper mill became the island's primary occupants. Between flooding damage from
Hurricanes Camille and Agnes, as well as decreased energy production, the plants began
closing one by one in the late sixties, with the last shutting down in 1975. The old
Virginia Electric and Power Company hydroelectric plant was the first to go, shutting its
doors in '68, but in one of those odd quirks of history, is the only one of those buildings
to have survived and the present-day Canal Walk runs around and through the building's
hollow shell, the walls covered with tastefully placed, city council-approved graffiti art
and its still-intact, towering smoke stack dwarfed by the neighboring high-rise luxury
condo apartments.
Industry is all but gone from this area now, and across the canal, the tree of our
city's urban renewal is bearing fruit as more once-abandoned and decrepit warehouses
and commercial buildings of diverse eras undergo renovation into modem lofts,
apartments, and condos. The only remaining utilitarian feature here is the unfortunate, but
necessary, eye-sore of one the city's colossal power mains running into the city and
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across the island from the other side of the James; fortunately, this is mostly hidden from
view along the canal, although the constant eerie collective hum of the transformers is
impossible to miss. After the power station, the island opens up into a broad, open grassy
park and, in the shadow of the massive 9th Street bridge looming overhead, the covered
pavilion stage for seasonal concerts and festivals sits surrounded by a few giant, iron
looking sculptures of Victorianesque wheels and gears, fitting artistic tributes to the
industrial past of this place.
Although the overpass is a little intrusive, Brown's Island Park is one of the best
places to go in Richmond when one is feeling a little claustrophobic or cramped by the
city; this is more than a little historically ironic, considering this area constantly belched
out industrial filth into the air for well over a century. The city's air pollution didn't just
come from the power plants and paper mill that were here on the island; across the end of
the canal on the mainland, sits the former site of the Tredegar Iron Works. The third
largest iron manufacturer in the United States by 1860, it served as the primary iron and
artillery production facility of the Confederacy during the Civil War, produced munitions
for the army during World War I and II, and remained in production up into the 1960's.
Now part of the 22-acre Gambles Hill historic landmark district, the site is the main
visitor center for the Richmond National Battlefield Park, and plays host to The
American Civil War Center at Historic Tredegar museum.
There aren't any tall buildings on Gamble's Hill, and without these towering
above and blocking the sky, everything seems to open up here, and the fresh, cool breeze,
coming off the rocky, gurgling river on the other side of the island's tree-lined southern
bank, clears away the ozone and dirt that permeates city air. It's the perfect place to go
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for a walk, a date, for a quiet place with a lot of room to sit and think or just enjoy the
weather, but it is in no way the place where one should go if they have any kind of
appetite requiring immediate satisfaction, as the author discovered while on his own
explorations up the canal.
Catching Some Coffee on CaJy
The solution to any hunger that the walk might have stirred up can be solved if
you head back down Brown's Island to the locks, and then walk up 12th Street to the top
of Shockoe Hill. In the James Center Plaza at the top of the hill, the visitor can get some
money from the ATM or a coffee at the Starbucks there, but while walking under the
arched, glass ceiling of the broad lobby between the Wells Fargo building and the Omni
Hotel, the author recommends looking down at the little bronze geometric pattern of lines
and shapes shining golden against the black and white marble tiles.
It might seem like one is looking at some strange sort of avant-garde floor
decoration for a moment, but these bronze lines are a memorial map of the streets of
Richmond as it looked when the James Center Plaza was part of the canal system, as the
small plaque on the floor will explain. It sits on part of the former site of the city's Great
Turning Basin, a giant pool of water occupying three entire city blocks where the ferries,
bateaux and boats would load or offload their cargo before turning around to go back
down or up the channels and locks that connected this watery economic heart to the
canals and the James.
Upon leaving the James Center, you'll take a right on Cary Street to search for
some coffee and something halfway decent to eat. Aside from the cars lining the sides of
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the road, walking down Cary is visually stepping back in time. At the top of the hill,
where Cary intersects 12th, the road suddenly shifts from modem asphalt into
cobblestone and the buildings drop from glass and concrete high-rises into four-story
brick commercial buildings of the late nineteenth century, complete with streetlights
mimicking old gas streetlamps alternating between young trees along the curb. The
visitor will pass by columned storefronts of all different styles, the upper floors all with
arched windows, some still sporting the original iron trimmings and grates above
windows that sink down below the street level, into the red brick sidewalks.
The storefronts are occupied with a variety of businesses and stores, although
most are a far cry from their utilitarian origins. Instead of dry goods stores and
warehouses for the freight being loaded on and off the canals and railroads, the bustle of
commerce now comes from architectural and consulting firms, night clubs, and niche
market small businesses, such as an appointment-only personal trainer and a tour group
which takes people around the city on Segway scooters. Those hungry for something
substantial to eat have their fair pick of places, ranging from sit-down dinners at high-end
Italian, Chinese and Japanese restaurants to the light fare of the French bistro and coffee
shops, and to fried offerings available at the laid-back traditional Irish pub and City Dogs,
a bar offering over ten different ways of serving hot dogs.
If you hold coffee to be as much of a daily necessity as the author, who finds that
at least three are required in the morning before he considers the day truly started, then
the reader will find that the comer of 13th and Cary is the place to go. If the weather is
fine, the cafe there on the comer might have all four of its great, ceiling-high French
doors between fifteen-foot high black Doric columns, thrown wide, welcoming the visitor
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to come in for an enormous cup of freshly brewed coffee and take in the fine view of the
bustling street from one of the tables in front of those windows. In the afternoons, the
street fills with the thick, smoky smell of coffee beans being freshly roasted at the other
coffee shop up around the comer, the delightfully acrid odor billowing down from the
teardrop-shaped dead end of 13th Street that encircles the round, yellowing concrete
fountain dedicated to a Confederate cavalry captain and anyone who has ever lost a
dearly beloved animal. At one time, 13th Street stretched down to the canals but it was
cut in two when Interstate 95 was built through the city; the short bridge hidden down by
the distributing center that the visitor passed by earlier is the vestigial remnant of this
street's original run.
The architecture on the street has a dignified grace and beauty that makes our
modem styles seem crass and obnoxious by comparison, and in the overwhelming
historic atmosphere, it's easy to imagine that one has stepped back to the end of the
Victorian era. Although he will admit to sometimes suffering from somewhat of a
wandering and overly imaginative psyche, the author finds this fantasy quite easy to slip
into while watching the crowds of people walk up and down the street on their daily
errands and business, since technology seems to be bringing about a regression in certain
areas of life. The first successful electric trolley car system in the United States opened
for business here in 1888, and a visitor can take a tour of the city on a bus shaped like one
of those trolley cars. They are, of course, gas powered and only replicas, and operated by
the same company that does the Segway tours. Hydrogen-powered electric cars are
starting to appear on the market, so it may be just a matter of time before the buses, both
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the trolley replicas and the regular transit system, go back to being electrically powered
models. History has such an odd way of making things come back around.
It's been said that history works in circles but perhaps a more accurate description
might be a wave, with crests of affluence and troughs of dereliction. Richmond knows
this maddening cycle all too well; this city was struck hard by the general decline of
urban areas in the late sixties and seventies, and how can anyone forget the crack fad that
took this city by storm during the eighties. Over the eighties and nineties, crime rates
exploded, and by 2005, Richmond was ranked as the fifth most dangerous city in the
United States, but through community efforts, the tide has turned and by 2008,
Richmond's position on the list had fallen to forty-ninth, the homicide rate at its lowest
since 1971.
Like the canals, the Cary Street that one sees today is the result of extensive
historic preservation and reclamation. Most of the storefronts were empty and unused
until the past ten years when this city's economic recovery began to take hold. Although
the street might be beautifully cobblestoned, the pale rose, bluish-gray and tan squares
are recent, put in during the last decade, and end at the beginning of the alleys and side
streets, where the irregularly-sized rectangular gray stones from a hundred years ago still
form the ground underfoot, uneven and smooth with a century of wear.
It wasn't the first time that this city came back from the brink. None of the
buildings that the visitor can see on this stretch of Cary Street existed before 1866; when
General Grant and the Union army captured the city in 1865, the retreating Confederate
troops set fire to the capitol and over a quarter of its historic buildings were completely
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destroyed. The city was left in smoldering ruins, and most of the oldest architecture in the
city comes from the Reconstruction period and the decades following.
The Evacuation Fire of 1865 or, as it was called when people gave events really
impressive sounding names, the Great Conflagration, wasn't even the first time that this
city was burned almost completely to the ground. In 1781, British troops under command
of the traitorous Benedict Arnold attacked and set fire to the city, forcing then-Governor
Thomas Jefferson and the General Assembly to flee for fear of capture. Ironically, this
happened just one year after the state capitol had been moved here from Williamsburg in
order to make it less vulnerable from just such an attack by British forces. Each time it
burned, both literally and metaphysically, the people of this city held on and slowly, but
surely, the city healed and came back to life. In a sense, the fires mark the end of eras,
purging the character of the city and turning much of what it was into ash, allowing room
for change and growth in a new world.
After finishing lunch and perhaps getting a second coffee to go, the visitor might
then want to walk off the pounds and possible indigestion by heading down the street to
the corner of 14th and Cary to see the spot where the General Assembly met in those
days. A patina-covered bronze plaque commemorates where our state legislature met for
eight years until the capitol building's completion in 1788, and the visitor will no doubt
be flabbergasted with historical awe gazing out over the pot-hole and homeless-person
filled parking lot, the site where Washington lobbied for his canal and Jefferson's Statute
for Religious Freedom was enacted in 1786, the philosophical and legal forerunner for
the clause in the First Amendment establishing religious freedom. Despite appearances,
there actually is a better commemoration of this historic spot. The First Freedom Center,

79
found up around the comer on Main Street, serves as a much more appropriate
celebration of Jefferson's contribution to the philosophy of freedom than a five-dollar
lunchtime parking special. And, of course, they put up that nice little plaque.
A Poe-tical Tour
It would no doubt surprise you, as it did the author, that there is nothing on the
entire block paying homage to the fact that the comer of 14th and Main was once the site
of Edgar Allan Poe's boyhood home, nor is there anything a block away at the comer of
15th, where the offices of the Southern Literary Messenger stood when Poe worked there
as an editor. Neither building exists anymore; the location of the former Allan estate is
now loft apartments and commercial storefronts, while a strip club occupies the
publication's former position.
Indeed, the only reason the author came by this knowledge is because of his
frequent visits to the Poe Museum, one block over and five blocks up Main Street, and
it's there that visitors will have to go in Richmond if they want to see any relics left from
Poe's life. The building itself, known as "the Old Stone House," dates to 1740 and is the
oldest standing structure in Richmond, and while it certainly was around during Poe's
lifetime, he never lived there nor even set foot inside the building. The closest that he
ever came to doing so was in 1824, when the then 15-year-old Poe stood outside as part
of the honor guard for the Marquis de Lafayette while he visited the house's inhabitants
during his visit to Richmond.
It's a fitting historical irony that so much mystery and misconception surround the
man credited with inventing detective fiction. Most people today know Poe from his
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poetry and short stories of gothic horror, but it was his scathing literary criticism that
earned him a reputation during his lifetime. His critiques were notoriously negative and
brutally biting, one of the most famous instances being a very public accusation that
Hemy Wadsworth Longfellow was guilty of plagiarism, and a glowing review from Poe
was so rare that his nickname in literary circles was "the Tomahawk Man." His court
martial and expulsion from West Point are cited frequently as examples of his continual
struggle to establish himself in life, but it is often overlooked that in his meager two years
as an enlisted artilleryman, he had rocketed up through ranks to Sergeant Major, the
highest enlisted rank in the Army at that time and one which took most men a lifetime of
service to achieve.
Popular culture today associates Poe almost exclusively with Baltimore, but,
while there's no denying that he lived and worked there during his life, he certainly spent
no more time in that city than in either Philadelphia or New York during his attempts to
establish himself as a successful writer and editor. The association is probably based on
the fact that Poe, stopping over in Baltimore on his way from Richmond to Philadelphia,
was found delirious and ill in a barroom there and, after he died four days later on
October 7th, 1849, was buried in that city. In truth, the man was born in Boston and,
although he moved frequently between cities, most of his years were spent here in
Richmond.
Perhaps the most common misconception about Poe is that he was a drunk and
drug addict, a myth created in part and popularized by Rufus Wilmot Griswold, a
professional and personal rival. Poe's poetry had been included in an anthology compiled
by Griswold, but when Poe published a critical response about the work that questioned
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which poets were included, an intense rivalry began that escalated when Griswold
became an editor of Graham's Magazine at a higher salary than Poe received while
holding the same position. After Poe's death, Griswold began an active campaign to
destroy his enemy's reputation. He claimed to be Poe's literary executor and included a
biographical article called "Memoir of the Author" in an 1850 volume of Poe's collected
works in which he portrayed Poe as a degenerate, drug-addicted and alcoholic psychotic;
Griswold even forged letters to present as proof of his claims.
Those who knew Poe well, including some who publically claimed him an enemy,
denounced the book and refuted the claims of alcoholism, but it became a popularly
accepted account, mainly because it was the only full biography available for many years.
Griswold's character assassination was effective to the point that in 1909, when a group
of Richmond residents petitioned the city council to erect a statue of Poe on Monument
Avenue as part of the centennial of the writer's birth, they were rejected because Poe was
considered to be too degenerate a character to be placed among butchers who raised arms
against their own countrymen and slaughtered so that other men might stay slaves on
account of their skin color.
The failure of this city to preserve any of Poe's homes here in Richmond may
well have been the result of such a degenerate attitude, but every human action is at the
mercy of the ebb and flow of history. Griswold tried to destroy Poe's legacy, but the
character assault only made Poe more widely read and popular than he had been while
alive and ensured nobody remembered Griswold as anything but an absolute raging prick.
Poe finally got his statue in 1959, this one placed on the Capitol grounds, and every time
this author passes through there, it makes his heart smile to see that this fellow Virginian,
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who impacted and contributed to our country's literature so greatly, finally got the respect
and recognition he had always deserved. Today, the city in which Poe grew up is proud to
claim him as one of their own, and The Edgar Allan Poe Museum of Richmond houses
the largest and finest collection of Poe artifacts in the world, holding more than the other
three Poe museums in Baltimore, New York, and Philadelphia combined.
For only five dollars, the visitor can see these priceless items from Poe's life: the
bed and the fireplace mantle from his room as a boy in the Allan household and his
sister's piano. There is the chair believed to be the one Poe used while working at the
Southern Literary Messenger, the back of the seat cut down by Poe's boss to make him sit
up straight, according to legend, and the trunk Poe carried with him on his fateful trip to
Baltimore. There are first editions and printings of his various works, a copy of the April
1835 issue of the Southern Litera,y Messenger containing the first printing of his short
story "Morella", and one of only eighteen surviving copies of Al Aaraaf, Tamerlane, and
Minor Poems. Poe's only remaining articles of clothing, a gold vest and a pair of white
socks, reside at the museum, as well as his walking stick that he left at the home of Dr.
John Carter, his friend and physician, on his last night in Richmond.
The museum exhibits are spread out among four different buildings, requiring that
the visitor walk repeatedly through the long, rectangular courtyard behind the museum,
but the author considers this a good thing because that's where his personal favorite of all
the exhibits is located. A quick stroll to the back of the courtyard down one of the ivy
flanked, narrow brick paths on each side of the lawn, past the two fountains with their
never-stopping flow of water gurgling away in the stillness of the private plaza, leads one
into a magnificent flower garden inspired by Poe's poem, "To One in Paradise"
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overlooked by a three-arched pergola built from bricks and granite salvaged from the
Southern Litera,y Messenger building, and a stone bust of the author watching over his
memorial garden. In that place's tremendous tranquility, it's easy to sit and stay for
hours, even in the bitter chill of winter.
With the birds in the trees overhead singing their morning songs and the sounds of
the city blocked off by the brick walls, there's a peace there that only a garden can bring
to the heart of a city, and the author would happily continue to sit there until the museum
closes, but he is quite sure that most visitors will not do so, at least not happily, and since
the afternoon is beginning its imperceptibly subtle fade into evening, it's time to move
along.
A Last Look from Libby Hill
As the sun is setting, and the air no doubt getting cold, the author will concede it's
time to stride up the last few blocks to Libby Hill Park. Originally called Marshall
Square, the seven-acre park sitting on the summit was one of the first five parks designed
by city engineer Wilfred Cutshaw during the 1850s so citizens would have "breathing
places" to take in healthful air. After cresting the summit, the visitor can take a seat on
the stone benches and see the view that gave this city its name.
It was while he was standing at the top of Libby Hill that William Byrd II looked
out and, seeing the great bend of the James River down below, was reminded of the view
of the Thames River from a hill in Richmond, England, now a suburb of London. In
1737, Byrd named the little town swiftly growing on the banks of the James,
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"Richmond," after that remembered view and in doing so became known as the city's
founder.
A little plaque in the park commemorates this, and gives the visitor a picture of
the view Byrd saw over in England, so you too can see it and make a judgment of your
own, although when this author compared the provided photo to the view he saw, he
found little reason to question Byrd's decision.
The view here is just as spectacular as it was in Byrd's era, and will be so until
eons of time have leveled this hill. Off to the right, the buildings on the skyline are
beginning to light up as night sets in and the city nightlife takes over, the business of the
day concluded and the time to chase dreams in the bars and clubs beginning. As the sun
slides down out to the west, smoke from the fires of industry spews out from the factory
smokestacks far off to the south, casting long shadows over everything in the last rays of
daylight, and in the center of it all, the watery ribbon so central to this city and this
Commonwealth, an eternal, flowing tie between the past and future, making its way ever
onward to the sea through history.
Looking down below, you can probably see your car from here; the Great
Shiplock Park, after all, sits at the base of this modest hill, and it will only take a short
walk down Pear Street to bring the walk full circle. But the author would implore you to
stay as long as possible there on that cold stone bench, until the sun completely sets and
the curtain of night falls upon the stage of the earth.
Up here on this hill, one can look out and see all the elements of this place tying
together, the separate landmarks and buildings blending into a single, unified cityscape,
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and it's a humbling realization that, even with as thorough a tour as you've taken today,
it's only been a fragment of the larger story that is Richmond.
Much as the events in our lives make up our personal history and define us, the
landmarks encountered along the walk are distinguishing moments from this city's
history, and although it's no more possible to say that you know this city from what was
seen today than it is to say you know all about a person because you've heard a few
intimate stories about them, those landmarks and stories do help you to get a sense of that
place.
Seeing where the heart of the city lies, some of the radical changes it underwent,
and how it recovered from its most devastating moments gives the visitor an idea of the
continual history binding it all together. You gain, through an understanding of how these
elements combine, a greater sense of the unique identity of the place. Whether it makes
you want to stay here a while longer and continual exploring, as this author does, or say
"good-bye" and move on to somewhere else, is a choice that only the visitor can make.

